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CONTRIBUTORS
The College Writing Committee celebrates the winners of SUNY Cortland's annual Student Writing
ontest. The works in this booklet, which presents the winning entries in their entirety, were
chosen from a large pool of submissions and represent some of the best student writing at SUNY
Cortland for the 2008 calendar year.
Joseph Tutko (Dust mite discotheque and On Anosmia) is an undergraduate majoring in
English. He wrote these poems during the spring of 2008 in PWR 213 Writing Poetry, a
class taught by Professor Mario Hernandez.
Jennifer Ondrako (Snapshot: Quick Like a Bunny) is an undergraduate majoring in
Foundations and Social Advocacy. She wrote Snapshot during the fall of 2008 in FSA 210
Principles of Inclusive Education, a course by Professor David Smukler.
Krista Merry (Flower of the Field) is an undergraduate majoring in Speech Pathology and
Audiology. She wrote Flower of the Field in fall 2008 in PWR 212 Writing Fiction, a class
taught by Professor Mario Hernandez.
Kimberly K. Swan (Needle Exchange Programs: Making a Risky Behavior Safer) is an
undergraduate majoring in Speech Pathology and Audiology. She wrote Needle
Exchange Programs in HLH 163 The HIV Epidemic, a class taught by Professor Sarah
Beshers in spring of 2008.

Erica Brazee (A Complicated Decision) is a graduate student in MAT Adolescence
Education English. She wrote her piece in fall of 2008 in ENG 504 Seminar in the
Composing Process, a class taught by Professor Mary Lynch Kennedy.
Joyce Hansen (Chasing Satan)is a graduate student in MAT Adolescence Education
English. She wrote Chasing Satan in spring of 2008 in ENG 619 Seminar in Literature for
Adolescents, a course taught by Professor Karen Stearns.
Karen Randle (Visual Arts: Effective Means to Enhance Creative Writing Quality) is a
graduate student in MST Childhood Education. She wrote her paper in spring 2008 in
EDU 657 Elementary School Practicum and Research Seminar, a course taught by
Professor Susan K. Stratton.

Interested in next year's contest?
Please read the guidelines for submission on the last page of this booklet.
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Karen Randle

Dust mite discotheque
[oseph Tutko

Dust mite discotheque
Where all the bleeding ants
Go to play.

That amplificatory tether
To the outside world
Which has brought me back here
On many nights
Is now absent.
And I feel a void
Signifying the transition
From the larval stagnant phase of
This anthill's illusion
To the unknown that exists
Beyond the prison of this chrysalis

Transverse the sticky floors
And slow time.
The pounding bass
Hits you in the chest
Like a black smith's hammer
Working out imperfections.
Candid conversations screamed
Try to establish connection
And break through the
Hollowly hip Halloween
Costumes of the day.
Less than half heard,
The delusion is reinforced.
Texture and nuance
Lost in the cavalcade of sound.
The droning hypnotic insectoid din
Of 120 beats per minute
Fuels our elitist caricatures
Which place us above
All others.
In this minute
subterranean
speck
Of culture
Where the meaning of the gathering
Is as lost as DeDe's cell phone.
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On Anosmia
Toseph Tlltlrn

The workers of the olfactory
Were never on strike
... they were never hired
Contracts never signed
...or even drafted
The building
...never erected

In the barren plot chartered for the olfactory
psychic possibilities grow

There was never a need to buy the land and create jobs
... At least there never was for me
But, the functional intricacies of output
Have cleaved a five dimensional world of sensation
These products give depth and texture to flavor
Warnings of gaseous danger and tainted food stocks
While also, mystically, invoking memory and relaxation
For seven years, 1 never knew this existed
Smell could have been a subject taught in later grades
perhaps a nuance of the languagea socially acceptable vehicle used to voice
dislike or contempt
An alien concept, regardless, not a given
Stunted yet blessed
with four senses
my world is no stranger to you
than yours to my standard
Slowly it occurred to me
Objects emanate odor
Some filed under the pleasing category of aroma
With stench being another subheading
Building towards a grand delicate epffiny
whose crystalline detail excludes me
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a vulgarity akin
To urinating on a kitten
Benignly seeping through my nostrils
Further perverting the subtle mutations
Of the slightly damp sweater that mildewed
overnight
My fingers detected no moisture the morning
I put it on
That morning the world became a little bit
bigger.

Snapshot: Quick Like a Bunny
lennifer Ondrako

SNAPSHOT: QUICK LIKE A BUNNY

Bunny is a bright, bubbly twelve-year old girl with a brilliant smile. She is a social butterfly who
enjoys the company of her numerous friends. She frequently has them over after school and she enjoys
throwing Friday night slumber parties. Bunny has a playful sense of humor, and her laughter can be
contagious. She has been known to play a practical joke or two on any unsuspecting person in her
vicinity. A personal favorite is to take a cookie from her friend's lunch tray, hide it, and play innocent
when facing the mock ire of her friend.
Bunny has attended public school since kindergarten and is currently in sixth grade. She clearly
loves the departmentalized classrooms of her grade and she is well-liked by all her teachers. She
especially likes Mr. Jones' science class because he always takes time on Mondays at the beginning of
class to ask the students if anything spectacular happened over the weekend. Bunny is always the first
to raise her hand, and he allows her plenty of time to share all of her exploits. Out of the 125 students in
the sixth grade, Bunny is the only one to ever ask Mr. Jones if anything spectacular happened to him
over the weekend.
As is typical of preteen-aged girls, Bunny has an assortment of electronic devices such as a cell
phone, digital music player, and portable DVD player. She uses her home computer to surf the Internet
and chat online with her friends on a daily basis. Her favorite gadget is her cell phone because it
doubles as a camera and she loves to take pictures. Bunny also loves her phone because she can send
text messages with relative ease. She also is fond of fashionable clothes, the color pink, anything related
to the High School Musical movies, and boys.
Family is very important to Bunny. She lives with her mother in a small ranch house on a golf
course and campground that her family owns and operates. Her grandparents live in another small ranch
house right next door and Bunny visits them whenever she wants to. According to her grandmother,
Bunny is "spoiled rotten." Bunny has her own modified golf cart and zooms all over the property
without trepidation. She has a penchant for speed and has earned the nickname "Crash." She has had
many accidents, the most notable being the time she missed a turn and landed in the pond. Despite a
chipped tooth, a broken nose, and multiple bruises, Bunny was zooming around the campground again
in no time. She has always been determined to get back up on that horse and keep going no matter what.
Rarely does anything prevent Bunny from doing what she wants; not even fear, pain, or cerebral palsy.

SNAPSHOT: RABBIT IN A CAGE ~ ELKHART, KS 1936

The clock atop the mantle lets Bunny know it is afternoon, but the sky is as dark as nightfall.
Dust from yet another storm has been blowing since the day before, and Bunny struggles for air. Her
mother rinses out the cloth that had been covering her nose and mouth while Bunny's grandmother stuffs
a piece of burlap under the front door in an attempt to prevent the dust from getting inside the house.
The one room school, located four miles east of Bunny's house, has been closed for weeks. The
teacher feared for the safety of her students walking to and from school in the dust storms. Many
children were stricken with respiratory illnesses and were unable to attend. The closing of school has
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little significance to Bunny; she had been to the school only once. Bunny always wanted to go, but her
physical limitations restrict and constrict every aspect of her life.
Bunny is strapped into a crude wheelchair that originally served as her grandfather's
wheelbarrow. She uses her good hand to swat the cloth from her face.
"Ma! Aah got—" Bunny coughs and would have fallen flat on her face had she not been strapped
to the wheelchair. "Ma! Aah got go." She coughs again. "Now!"
Bunny's mother and grandmother rush over to her. They know if they do not react quickly,
Bunny will wet herself. The heat from the cooking stove, the hot July day, and the closed windows
make the task brutal. Afterward, all three fall asleep, hoping to awaken to the blessed silence at the end
of the storm.
In her sleep. Bunny has willed herself to dream about being able to walk, comb her hair, go to
school, have playmates, help her family with chores on the farm, ride a horse, pick wild flowers, hold a
newborn calf, and bake bread with her grandmother. In her dreams she sees herself as a whole person,
not just a lump stuck in the corner of a room. She does not smile much during her waking hours. Most
days she cannot move her stiff and atrophied limbs, and the simple act of pointing to the water pitcher
on the table causes a sound to erupt from her lips like that of a wounded animal.
Bunny's father, ashamed of his crippled daughter, left for California soon after Bunny's first
birthday. Bunny's mother, unwaivering in her love for her daughter, moved in with her parents.
Bunny's mother and grandmother have cared for her the best they could. When she was seven they tried
to enroll Bunny in the nearest school four miles away, but they were met with hostility and defeat. It
was physically grueling and time consuming to transport Bunny in the wagon to and from school. The
other children stared, made faces, called her "moron" and "cripple." At first the teacher said Bunny
could attend school tor halt a day, but she quickly changed her mind when Bunny tried to speak.
Bunny, so happy that she would be with other children, smiled and began to laugh. What passed for
Bunny's laughter in her own home was heard as guttural barking in school. The teacher backed away in
obvious disgust and told Bunny's mother, "That child belongs in a cage, not school!"
In many ways Bunny is in a cage. She is confined in her body and by her physical surroundings
Her wheelbarrow chair is heavy and difficult to maneuver. Her grandfather built a ramp onto the from
porch so she could be wheeled outside, but the ground is too rocky and uneven for anyone to push her
very far from the house. Bunny spends most of her time in the kitchen where she can be near her
grandmother. She wishes someone would teach her to read, but her mother thinks that her mental
capabilities are as diminished as her physical abilities. Bunny feels that she is less than a person and
wonders how her mother can love her so much, yet know so little about her.
Her ™nd and body are ,ndeed stunted and locked by the circumstances that affect multitudes of
children with disabilities ,n rural America. How much different would life have been for Bunny had she
been born 314 miles to the east?

SNAPSHOT: THE TORTOISE AND THE HARE ~ WINFIELD, KS 1936
rhilH BTy 'S Sittmg 'n ? wbeelchair facin§ a barren wall. She is not alone. She is surrounded by
IvW on iTTfl ageS W, have disabilitles ofdegrees. Some are in wheelchairs, some are
.E°n',hard tfl00r' a few are crouched and rocking on the balls of their feet, and others are twirling

n«r^rrry they can hear-The room **>*- ^
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Y'nfie,d ^ H°me f°r Feeble-Minded ^uth since she was five
Lav aid reW ih
i*'"8 ZT Pressures' decided i£ wa* in Bunny's best,merest to send her
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empty promises and propaganda, they agreed to surrender their child to an overcrowded and
dehumanizing institution.
Time has little meaning to Bunny. She wakes up in a room with twenty other girls. She does not
get enough rest during the night because girls are crying, having nightmares, moaning from the pain in
their atrophied limbs, or otherwise making noises. A woman enters the room and rouses the girls from
their sleep. Children who are able to get dressed without help are told to do their morning chores. Two
more women come in to bathe and dress the girls who cannot do so for themselves. Bunny is one of
those girls. She should feel modest about being naked in front of other people, but she gave up feeling
anything long ago.
Bunny is always hungry, and even though she is given generous portions of food, she doesn't
have enough time to eat all of it. Coordinating the spoon in her left hand to make contact with the
oatmeal in the bowl and bringing it to her mouth takes intense concentration, effort, and time. When the
bell rings for the start of classes, Bunny has been able to eat only four spoonfuls of her breakfast. Her
stomach painfully growls and twists as she is wheeled to a classroom where she will spend the next four
hours until it is time for another small morsel of food.
Bunny's education is limited to picture books and basic arithmetic. Her teachers do not believe
she is capable of anything more, and she does not have the voice to tell them otherwise. Bunny's mind
is quick, nimble, and agile, though her body betrays her. She is able to write her name and do her sums,
but the time and effort it requires to do anything more seems futile to her teachers. Bunny is exposed to
art and music during instructional time, and she clearly enjoys this part of the day. The art and music
room is an aberration; its existence conveys the only human presence in an otherwise dehumanizing
asylum. Bunny loves the feel of clay in her hand and loses herself in the delicate notes of Tchaikovsky's
The Nutcracker Suite. In her mind she is dancing and free, not hindered by the dead weight of her
immovable legs. She does not possess the strength to spin her wheelchair in time to the music, and no
one thinks to do it for her. Bunny is at odds with herself; the mind is willing, but the body is not.
After the evening meal, Bunny has the opportunity to socialize with her peers. She makes an
attempt to catch the attention of a girl next to her, but the girl is lost in her own world. Bunny does have
one friend, a sweet, innocent boy named John. John is thirteen though his teachers say he has the brains
of a toddler. They refer to him as their "little pet imbecile" which led some of the other children to tease
him. John retreats into his world, only emerging during the evenings to sit with Bunny by the radio or
wheel her outside into the garden. John does not seem to mind that Bunny drools, smells, or is
grotesquely thin.
Bunny lies awake for what seems like hours before she falls into a fitful sleep. She dreams of
living in a place where her disability is not seen as a detriment. She dreams that she has ample time to
enjoy her breakfast, that she is free to twirl in time to the music, that she has friends to share stories
with, and that she can express all the thoughts that dart around in her head. Bunny dreams of a world
that does not exist—yet.
SNAPSHOT: THE VELVETEEN RABBIT-2008

Bunny is sitting at the kitchen table eating the waffle her mother has cut into bite-sized pieces.
Her grandmother ties a bright pink bandanna around her neck to catch her drool. Bunny's hair is in
pigtails and she looks and feels pretty. In thirty minutes, a modified school bus will arrive to take her to
school. She is a bit nervous about her social studies test this afternoon. She knows she should have
studied more, but last night was roller skating night at school and she could not miss it. She chased her
friends around the gym in a motorized wheelchair that has the capability to turn and stop on a dime.
How much fun she had whizzing around to the driving beat of the music!
Bunny's mother zips up Bunny's coat.
8

"I'm going to a CSE this morning. Last week the school mailed me the results of the tests they
gave you at the beginning of the school year and I want them to explain what the scores mean. One of
the tests they used was different from the last time and I just want to make sure everything's okay. I'm
sure it is—whatever they're doing has been working out great for you. Gotta keep on track and reach
those goals!"
Bunny smiles proudly as her mother gives her a quick kiss.
"Oh, by the way, I also want to talk to them about changing your IEP so that you get to
take a foreign language in eighth grade."
At this, Bunny howls in protest and stomps her feet on the footrest of her wheelchair. She does
not want to hear about the how the Committee on Special Education is going to amend her
Individualized Education Plan. She would rather spend her free time zooming around the golf course in
her modified golf cart than be stuck in the house studying a new language every afternoon when she »ets
home from school.
"I've thought about this and there's no reason you should not learn Spanish or French. It might
come in handy someday. I'm sure the committee will agree with me," her mother explains. "If they
don t, well then I guess I'll just have to see them in court!"
Bunny does not agree, but she also knows her mother will stop at nothing to make sure she gets
the best education possible.
Her mother laughs and says, "Don't pout. Besides, if you take French you can go on the class
trip to Quebec in twelfth grade with your friends." Bunny perks up at this thought and makes her way to
the waiting bus. The driver and monitor welcome her with smiles.
Miss Johnson, Bunny's one-on-one aide, is waiting for her outside the school. As they make
their way to Bunny's locker, Miss Johnson is inundated with Bunny's chatter about last night's skating
party. Bunny is all smiles, and Miss Johnson cannot help but smile and encourage Bunnv to tell her

opportunities her school offers.
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While Miss Johnson cuts Bunny's chicken patty into small pieces, Bunny deftly grabs the cookie
otf of Chrissy's tray and hides it under her napkin. Chrissy knows the cookie is missing and plays along.
Bunny starts eating her lunch and gestures the sign language symbol for "drink," and Miss Johnson
holds the milk container up to Bunny's mouth. When Bunny is finished with her lunch, she asks for her
backpack and finds her purse. She gives Miss Johnson some money and asks her to buy snacks for her
triends. While Miss Johnson is gone, Bunny spills her milk and Chrissy and two other friends get
napkins and help to clean Bunny up. When Bunny is finished with her snack, she waves goodbye to her
friends and she speeds off to the bathroom where Mrs. Lewis is waiting.
"Was lunch so good that you had to bring some of it back with you?" Mrs. Lewis cajoles.
Bunny's shirt is covered with crumbs from the chicken patty and her pants are soaked from the chocolate
milk.
Bunny laughs and heads through the door to the faculty bathroom. Miss Johnson hangs the "Do
Not Disturb" sign on the door, releases the clasp on Bunny's seatbelt, and together she and Mrs. Lewis
lift her from the wheelchair to the cot where they can easily change her clothes and then carry her to the
toilet. Miss Johnson used to take Bunny to the bathroom alone. It was much easier when Bunny was
little, but she is a growing girl. Miss Johnson spoke to Bunny's mother about amending Bunny's IEP to
stipulate that toileting must be done by two adults. Bunny's mother knows all too well how heavy her
daughter is and agreed that it is a two-person job. She called the chairperson of the Committee on
Special Education who quickly made the change to Bunny's IEP.
Bunny is ready for her next class and she wishes she had studied more for her social studies test.
Bunny positions herself at a large desk in the back of the room away from the other students so that Miss
Johnson will be able to hear Bunny's answers and write them down on the answer sheet. The teacher
passes out the test and Bunny begins. The last question is an essay that she must dictate to Miss
Johnson. The other students are finished in twenty minutes, but Bunny is allowed double-time on tests
per her IEP. Miss Johnson gives the answer sheet to Bunny so she can proofread it. She erases a
sentence and dictates a new one that sounds better to her. Bunny hands in her test, the bell rings, and
they are off to art class.
Bunny loves art class because this is the one class where she does not need Miss Johnson to help
her with anything. Mr. Turner insists that Bunny do all of her own work, especially painting. Bunny
loses herself in spreading paint on the paper with her fingers and when Miss Johnson returns at the end
of class she is relived to see that Bunny's friends have already cleaned the paint from Bunny's hands.
Bunny holds up her painting and smiles. "That's you, Miss Johnson!"
Miss Johnson smiles. "Do I get to hang it on my fridge?"
"You have to wait 'til it's dry," Bunny replies.
Most of the other people in the room, including Mr. Turner, are unable to understand Bunny's
speech, but Miss Johnson has been a fixture in Bunny's life for a long time and she is able to interpret
for Bunny. Her expertise comes in handy on those days that Bunny leaves her Dynavox at home.
Bunny's last class of the day, Home and Careers, is located on the second floor. Bunny zooms
over to the elevator which was installed when she was in third grade. The elevator is off limits to
students, but Miss Johnson has a key that calls it. They get on and Bunny hits the 2nd floor button with
her left hand. Bunny is excited to go to this class because Mrs. Arrow is going to distribute the next
fund raising project to help pay for the trip to Hershey Park in May. This will be Bunny's second school
trip to Hershey Park. She cannot wait to go on the rides, especially the water slides. Miss Johnson does
not mind the water rides, but she gets a little green on the roller coasters. Luckily for Bunny (and Miss
Johnson), nothing scares Mrs. Arrow.
Before Bunny gets her things from her locker and gets on the bus, Miss Johnson has to wash
Bunny's hands in the sink. Mrs. Arrow had the students make cookies and Bunny's job was to form the
dough into balls. Once her hands are clean, Miss Johnson zips up Bunny's coat and makes sure she has
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everything she needs to do her homework tonight. They make their way to t e us e o
er
students emerge from their classrooms like a raging river.
"I put a note in your backpack for your mom. The repairman is coming tomorrow o a jus your
seat and fix the tire—again. Try not to hit any more trees, Crash! Miss Johnson says wi a s^ie.
Bunny wheels herself onto the platform lift and as she is raised into t e air s e smi es a
iss
Johnson and waves her hand wildly. "See you tomorrow! '
Sources:
http ://www.livinuhistorvfaiTn.oru/farminginthe30s/water 04.html
http://skvwavs.lib.ks.us/uenweb/archives/1912/f/teeble-minded state home.html
Osgood, Robert L. The History of Special Education. Westport, CT: Praeger, 2008.
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Flower of the Field
Krista Merry

Mary's eyes focused on the display of moving water on her windshield. She watched as the wipers
swiftly erased sheets of solid rain, giving rise to the momentary illusion of stillness. Up and down, they
acted with force that seemed to exceed their delicate task. Mary was amused, even impressed by their
precision, then chided herself for taking pleasure in something so common. She didn't own a car.
Driving was impractical near her Toronto home, and she appreciated the efficiency of mass
transportation. Finding herself suddenly at the wheel of a rented SUV, cartoonish in size, added an
unwanted silliness to her mission. She couldn't help but smirk at the thought of how she, noted
environmental professor, must look in a Chevy Suburban. Inside, the large unfilled space felt like a
second presence.
Outside the land was green. Glaciated hills rolled slowly by, wave upon wave of tilled earth and
slanted old buildings. The landscape remained nearly unchanged since her girlhood in the Genesee
Valley of New York. Every time Mary came home it felt like visiting a museum of her past, where
somehow people still carried on with lives so different from her own. She was irritated by the
vagueness of her cousin Pete's directions, who had spoken to her on the phone the previous night as if
the area's dated landmarks would still be significant to her. "You'll pass where Grossman's used to be,
left at the light and keep going for 5 minutes or so, and you'll see the fairgrounds on your left. Should
be a sign and some cars." When she eventually arrived, Mary was surprised to see a handful of balloons
attached to the auction sign, as if this were a child's birthday party and not an estate sale.
She had not planned to come here, to see her father's belongings sold and scattered among strangers.
She didn't have the time. Her department was going through a difficult hiring process and all final
decisions rested with her, as Chair. She had already spent too much time away during the funeral. The
night before, she returned home after work, folded laundry, paid bills and disinfected surfaces. These
daily rituals, which usually calmed her down, weren't working this time. She was worried about the
weather for next day's auction, and wondered if Pete had organized a backup plan. She then made what
was to her a rash decision. Within an hour she cancelled the next day's appointments, rented the first
available vehicle, and obtained specifics on time and place from relatives. The next morning she left
without eating.
The auction was important. Proceeds would settle her father's remaining farm debts which had
brought him so much worry. Her father, like so many others, wanted to be a dairy farmer so he could be
his own boss. It seemed to Mary like the real bosses were the banks who made debt a necessary part of
farming life. They decided which back-saving machines he could afford and how much interest he
would pay on them. They decided if Mary got to wear new clothes on the first day of school, and if the
toys she neatly circled in the Sears Roebuck catalog would arrive on Christmas. Mary knew it saddened
her father to accept that that he would never see his debts repaid. She offered to help him countless
times, despite her own hefty mortgage and student loan payments, but he was too stubborn and too
proud. To him debt was a mark of bad character and only he could dig himself out. He told Mary he
would sooner die than declare bankruptcy, and being a man of his word, he did.
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The rain had stopped to reveal a clear autumn sun; the unpredictability of weather was a matter of
local pride. If you don't like the weather, one would hear, wait ten minutes. Mary hated waiting and
was relieved to know the auction would continue as planned. With some reservation, she had asked her
cousin Pete to arrange the sale of her father's remaining property. He still lived in the area and was in
between trucking jobs. There wasn't much, the land, the house, some livestock and furniture, but the
logistics were too complicated from a distance. Pete put the items up for bid at the Genesee Annual
Farm Auction, and judging by the crowds, Mary realized this had been a wise choice. She approved of
the orderly arrangement of her father's tractors in the adjacent field, but showed no further interest. She
did not want to know the bargain price of things her father paid dearly for, or see anyone scrutinize the
rust poking through their red and green paint. She headed instead towards a single story building with a
banner advertising its collection of "general merchandise," where she hoped to find her father's furniture
polished and presentable.
Upbeat chatter was audible inside. The harvest had gone well that year and it was written across the
face of the crowd. Mary found a folded metal chair propped against the wall in the back. Discreetly,
she unfolded it and sat down. Across the room she saw Pete wheeling in her father's gun cabinet,
carefully as if on a gurney. Already on display was her family's kitchen table, which sat next to three
just like, each with a number prominently affixed to their sides. Nearby her father's rolltop desk was
partially obscured by an expensive-looking antique dresser. Her eyes rested on his old oak bookcase,
which stood out only tor its plainness. Could it really have been just one month ago that she went
through its contents, trying to figure out how many more books she could fit into a one bedroom
condominium?
Pete told her on a Wednesday that her dad was dead. A stroke in the left middle cerebral artery, she
later learned She buried him on Friday, next to her mother. She arranged everything, from his outfit to
is estate. She arranged flowers and she arranged bagpipers from Syracuse to play weepy Irish ballads,
he minister read verses from the Bible that she had chosen after scouring the Internet:
A voice said, "Cry!"
And I said "What shall I cry?"
"All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is like a flower of the field."

his was the sort of scene she had imagined.
Electables, then salvaged fixtures, doors and
wood flooring. The crowd inside was starting to make her
nervous, each person holding a catalog of
desired items circled or starred.
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"Now folks we've got a good number of antique farm tables. Item number 87 is a dining table made
from pine bam planks. Refurbishing necessary. Do I hear 200?" Mary and her father had spent many
nights at that table; he read the paper while she did her homework after the evening chores and dinner
were through. It was beautiful if a bit scarred. When going through his things, she had wanted to take it
but couldn't think of a use for it, it was too long and her apartment too small. Apparently such tables
were in hot demand by antique dealers and the price topped 400 by the time bidding was done. Table
after table, bed frames and desks, her fathers items blurred into the other "general merchandise." Each
time a stab of recognition would hit and she wondered what the second life of her father's objects would
be like. Would they be taken care of or would they sit and rot in an antique bam somewhere? What
would her dad think of all this? But her dad was dead, she knew this, and his furniture seemed dead
somehow too.
"The next item for bid today is an unfinished cedar chest, Scratched and needs new hinges, sold as
is. Do I hear fifty?" Not a soul raised their hand. "Folks this could be a real jem with some work, do I
hear forty?" Mary's eyes darted around the crowd. "Any takers at 30?" Her thoughts raced between
decades. Didn't these people know that chest could hold all your extra pillows and blankets plus winter
clothes? You could hide in it real easy when playing hide and seek. The smell would always remind
them of home, didn't they know?? A sort of panic took over when she heard the auctioneer say,
"There's no bottom price on this last piece, do I hear twenty-five?" Mary looked up to see her own hand
in the air, while Pete grabbed and squeezed the other. "Sold for 25!"
Pete and one of his friends carried the chest to her parked SUV. Mary lagged behind, wondering
what she would do with such a thing. It was oversized, dusty and she had no idea how to repair it. She
and her partner had planned to move in together in a month's time and she already had her modern
furniture to reconfigure into a small place. Maybe they needed a new place with an extra bed and bath,
Mary thought to herself. Pete interrupted her thoughts, "You sure you're ok to drive, Mare? You look
pale." Mary insisted she was only hungry and thanked him once more for his help during a difficult
time. Mary left him with a final thought. "Peonies," she said. "Let's plant peonies at his gravesite.
They last forever."
As she drove away from the auction, away from other people, she could hear the sound of the
unsecured cedar chest bouncing in the back. It shook and rattled with every bump on the gravel roads
that winded their way back to the thruway. The smell of old cedar was wafting its way through the car,
forcing old memories of presents and homemade quilts hidden in her dad's chest. When she was young
her dad liked to tuck her in especially tight. He would swaddle her feet and call her his bundle baby
which always made her giggle. Sometimes he let her bring in her favorite bam cats when the
temperature dropped on what he called "three cat nights." There was so much more, a lifetimes more.
Oh my God, oh God, he's gone, he's gone, no, no, no she repeated to herself over and over and over.
The smell of cedar was making her sick, her heart was beating fast and her vision became blurred. The
task of driving was becoming too much, the chest rattled and that smell! Ahead she saw a field filled
with sweet alfalfa and grazing cows. Her foot touched the break, abruptly so that she left a trail of dust
behind her. Mary pulled over to the side of the road, let her hands drop from the wheel, and screamed.
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Needle Exchange Programs:
Making a Risky Behavior Safer
KimbedySwan

Every year in the United States, 40,000 to 50,000 individuals become infected with the human
immunodeficiency virus (HIV). Most become infected by participating in male-to-male sex and
heterosexual sex; however, 25% of new HIV infections are through the use of intravenous druus
(Beshers, HLH 163 Lecture, 2008). While HIV is not a curable disease, it is certainly one that can be
effectively prevented. Illicit intravenous (IV) drug use is a risky behavior, and HIV becomes part of this
risk once drug users share their needles. In order to alleviate this issue, needle exchange programs have
been designed to distribute clean needles to intravenous drug users (IDUs) in order to decrease needle
sharing. As a result, the spread of the virus can potentially be reduced in this population Just as
condom use can help prevent the transmission of HIV during sexual activities, needle exchange"
&
programs can reduce the transmission of HIV in IV drug use.
Hi,tHh ^ £^Change Pf°grams (NEPs) attempt to make intravenous drug use safer by not onlv
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IDUs, while seroprevalence decreased 5-8% per year in cities with NEPs (Hurley et al., 1997. p. 1799).
As hinted above, the authors attribute this evidence of effectiveness to both direct and indirect factors.
NEPs directly decreased the seroprevalence number by "lowering the rate of needle sharing and the
prevalence of HIV in needles available for reuse ' as well as indirectly by making "referrals to drug
treatment centres in addition to providing "condoms, and education about risk behavior" (Hurley et al.,
1997, p. 1799). Another research study by Des Jaralai, Marmor and Paone (1996) supports the
effectiveness of NEPs, tor they found that the population of injecting drug users that used needle
exchange programs were "three times less likely to contract HIV than those who do not" (as cited in
Richard, Mosier, Atkinson). This statistic demonstrates how access to sterile needles can efficiently
reduce an individual s risk of contracting this fatal disease. Injecting drug users that have access to
sanitary needles are certainly benefitting from such programs, for their risky behavior suddenly becomes
less hazardous. Although IV drug use is dangerous in numerous ways: physically, mentally, etc., NEPs
are proving to make IV drug use safer. Using drugs will not go away, but what can disappear is the risk
of contracting HIV.
While most studies have analyzed the effectiveness of NEPs, another study sought to indirectly seek
the difference between IV drugs users that had access to sterile needles through prescriptions, and those
who had no access at all. This was done by comparing diabetic IV drug users to non-diabetic IV drug
users. In this study, performed by Nelson and colleagues, as cited in Richard, Mosier and Atkinson, a
lower rate of HIV was found in diabetic IDUs. Diabetics, who have a deficiency in insulin production,
use syringes for medicinal reasons. Consequently, they have prescriptions for the needles, and are able
to obtain them as needed. Therefore, these diabetic IDUs are at an advantage, for they have a supply of
sterile needles that they can use for their illicit drug use. The difference in prevalence between nondiabetic IDUs and diabetic IDUs is astounding: 24.3% and 9.8% respectively (Richard, Mosier &
Atkinson, 2002, p. 325). The difference in behavioral pattern between these two groups may be that
diabetics are more careful in their injection use, for they have the luxury of obtaining sterile syringes
(Richard et al., 2002, p. 325). The diabetics are obtaining needles from a location that guarantees
sterility: a pharmacy. This study yielded interesting results, for it demonstrates how just access to clean
needles, without additional education, makes a significant impact on the proportion of individuals that
contract HIV.
The evidence of the effectiveness of NEPs is striking. This has caused researchers such as Lurie and
Drucker (1997) to investigate what would have happened had the United States established a national
needle exchange programs in the infancy of the HIV/AIDS crisis. According to the researchers, during
the eight year span from 1987-1995, a range of 4,394 to 9,666 HIV cases could have been thwarted
(Lurie & Drucker, 1997, p. 606). Lurie and Drucker believe that it would have been entirely possible for
the United States to establish a national needle-exchange program, for in 1987 the United Kingdom took
measures to start a needle exchange program, and in the same year, France changed its prescription
policies (Lurie & Drucker, 1997, p. 607). Therefore, the United States was not blind to these reforms or
establishments, and could have performed similar measures in the United States. Had the United States
done so, a significant number of individuals would not have contracted this disease, and countless
families, friends, and children would not have had to suffer. Adding insult to injury, the researchers also
set out to determine the monetary cost of these unnecessary and preventable infections. The amount of
money is enormous, ranging from $244 million to $538 million (Lurie & Drucker, 1997, p. 606). Had a
national needle exchange been established, this money could have been put to better use. Perhaps this
money could have been allotted toward the establishment of NEPs. The researchers estimated that the
cost listed above could have operated 161 to 354 NEPs (Lurie & Drucker, 1997, p. 606). With these
programs, the health of scores of individuals could have been protected. Instead, this money did not go
toward NEPs; rather, it went toward treating preventable HIV infections. This "what-if?" study is
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While the price of such an establishment is certainly a complicated barrier to overcome, another

obstacle is sia.es' paraphernalia laws. These legal issues are much more difficult to conquer for laws
ire reflective of beliefs As of 2001, 49 states, and Washington D.C. had drug paraphernalia laws (State
Approaches to Expanded Access lo Sterile Syringes, 2001,13). These laws "assign criminal penalties to
individuals possessing drug paraphernalia" (Richard et al„ 2002, p. 325), and in some states needles fall
under this category. NEPs are affected, for most drug paraphernalia laws prohibit the distribution and
possession of drug paraphernalia (State Approaches to Expanded Access to Sterile Syringes, 2001,13).
I liis iik ins that needle exchange programs cannot legally distribute needles, nor can drug users be
x augbt m possession W ith the said syringes. This then increases the amount of needle sharing that
occurs. 11)1 s who believe that they are likely to be searched for violations of drug laws are "more likely
to share syringes than those who do not believe themselves to be vulnerable" (Richard et al., 2002,
p. '<24). Drug laws intend to decrease drug use; however, in doing so, such laws only serve to precipitate
ilk* spread of HIV by making it difficult for IDUs to obtain needles. To overcome this obstacle to NEPs,
sixteen out of the 49 states with paraphernalia laws have created certain stipulations within their drug
law s that facilitate a drug user's access to syringes. For example, there are four states that do not even
iik hide syringes within their paraphernalia laws (State Approaches to Expanded Access to Sterile
N\ i Hives. 2001, • t) I hcsc stipulations and exceptions can help needle exchange programs take off.
W Inle needle exchange programs certainly have the potential to make dramatic changes, one of the
mi-si difficult battles that needs to be conquered is the controversy behind the issue. Drugs are illegal,
and therefore many strongly believe that drug use is wrong (Navarro-Rivera, 2007). Opposition to needle
exchange is due to the tact that people sec it as breaking their moral beliefs and the distribution of
needles gives society an incorrect impression that drug use is ethical. This is an understandable
argument; however, drug use is not going to end. Therefore necessary measures should be taken in order
to help this unsafe practice become a bit safer. It is not going against moral beliefs, for it is not
condoning drug use. Instead, NEPs are trying to educate IDUs as well as help them make connections
with drug abuse facilities. NEPs are trying to be moral by giving IDUs a chance; if anything, opposition
to such programs is the unethical approach.
<)'her opponents ol NEPs believe that providing IV drug users with needles is analogous to giving a
box ot matches to a pyromaniac (Murphy & Knowles, 2000,14). This argument is convincing, for it
relies on human nature it you have access to something, you may be more willing to partake in certain
H-lmiors For example, it you are given money, theoretically you are more willing to spend. While this
as though it would be the ease for access to needles, the more needles one has, the more drugs one
w .lNo. numerous studies have shown ,ust the opposite. A longitudinal study performed in San
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may be attributed to the fact that NEPs also serve to connect IDUs with facilities to help them with their
addiction. This shows the importance of such sites. From these studies, it certainly can be said that the
argument of promoting drug use is unfounded.
Negative opinions against intravenous drug users are also an obstacle for the establishment of NEPs.
The argument is that using drugs is an irrational and nonsensical behavior, and therefore it is wrong to
assume that such individuals will make sensible choices (Rocjues, 1997, ^]1). These critics believe that it
is absurd to believe that someone who partakes in such a destructive behavior will take the time to
consider a healthy choice when they are craving their drug of choice. This argument is certainly
heartless: these individuals are humans. While IDUs have made poor decisions in their past, it is not tair
to say that they would not consider their health. No one wants an incurable disease, and this truly could
serve as a motivation to obtain clean needles. It is wrong to classify IDUs into one category. Everyone
has different motivations. The individuals who care about their health will be the individuals that make
use of these programs. Those who do not have a high regard for themselves can make the choice to not
go. The important fact is those who want to be safe are trying to protect themselves. Even if there is only
a handful in a population that wish to seek out clean needles, at least they will have the luxury of doing
so if there are NEPs in their area.
While the United States failed to create a national needle exchange program in the 1980s, it is not
too late to make a change. Our country has certainly made progress, for there are twenty-seven states
that have chosen to establish NEPs. Despite these efforts, it is absolutely imperative that more sites be
created in all fifty states. What is most trying is the fact that many states that do have NEPs, only have
one. While this is better than none, it is important to realize how this will only help a select population:
those who are close to the site. It is obvious that more programs need to be founded. States are huge,
and one NEP 1,000 miles away from individuals who need it is simply not helpful. According to the
organization, AIDS Action, one needle exchange program can serve just over 100 clients on a given day
(Needle Exchange Facts, 2001, ^|8). Thus, it is imperative to establish more programs in order for more
individuals to be serviced on a given day. One hundred people in one state is a good start; however,
1.000 people in one state is even better. These programs are a window of opportunity for drug addicts.
They are not simply there to distribute needles; instead, NEPs are made to educate individuals and may
even get them into contact with drug rehabilitation programs. Education can help IDUs in other risktaking behaviors they may participate in, such as unprotected sex. NEPs can tackle the spread of HIV
from a variety of fronts. Failure to establish these sites is a lost opportunity in the battle against the
spread of this incurable, devastating disease.
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A Complicated Decision
Erica Brazee

It is somewhere in North Carolina when Ryan asks, "Are you all right? You've been quiet."
"I'm just sleepy, or I want to get out of the truck. I'm sorry I fell asleep a while ago. Maybe I'll drink
another Coke."
"Change the song; have a Coke. If you're tired, you can nap. I don't mind." I scroll through his iPod,
find Matchbox 20, and decide on a happy tune: "How Far We've Come." A few songs later, the sadder
"Bed of Lies" comes on, and my view of the landscape dissolves into a downward stare at myself in the
side view mirror. My sad brown eyes are deep, my long hair shines, reddened by the sun; my eyebrows
stretch seriously across my tanned face. I wonder if anyone will see me as beautiful after Thursday.
Will my mother notice a change in me? Will Ryan still love me? I tear up, and sniffling, turn my head
to Ryan. He turns down the radio, and asks what's wrong.
"Can I ask you something?"
"Of course, anything." He reaches for my hand and pulls it to his right leg. "What is it?"
"Well I was just thinking, after... after I have this done, are you... Could you ever see me, you know, I
know this is really into the future, but could you see being the mother of your children?" I am crying
hard now, tears rolling down my cheeks, sobbing heavily when I breathe.
"Yes. God, yes. I mean if we're still together when a time for children comes, then yes. And as for
anyone else, you don't have to tell them. This is your personal business, yours and mine. I don't think
any man would judge you for making this- a smart decision, in your past. And you know what? If he
does, then he's not the one for you. You'll be a mother, Erica, when you're ready."
I nod and kiss him on the lips and wrap both of my hands around his right hand, bringing them to my
lap, and I fall asleep, my head resting on his shoulder.
I dream of men who reject me upon learning about my past. I dream of my mother discovering the truth
because I am careless and leave a packet of Methergine beside my purse, and she Googles it and learns
of its use. I dream my whole circle of friends finds out about me and abandoning our friendship in
disgust. I wake with a jump. We are in Virginia.
The next day, feeling refreshed from our sleep and frisky from our love making the night before, we hop
into the truck and hit the road. We are happy to be only six hours from home. We talk about lots of
things: Ryan's sister and her disgustingly old, loser of a boyfriend, his mother's upcoming breast
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The day of the procedure I am surprisingly calm. I shower and dress, trying on three s 1 s before I find
one that looks okay with my loose jeans. I know my stomach will be sore- so I skip the tight jeans
today. I take care to eat a big but not fattening breakfast, as the receptionist said to do. It s going to bee
long four hours. Ryan picks me up at my house. I read jokes from the Reader s Digest Humor issue on
the way to Binghamton. Just when we think the GPS is trying to get us lost, we arrive at the clinic. In
the parking lot, I freak out at the protesters. I envision them running at us, grabbing at me, spitting on
me. I don't want to get out of the car. Ryan points to a sidewalk far from the protesters and I realize
that where they stand is as close as they can legally be to the clinic. We hold hands and walk into the
door. 1 stand tall because I won't give them the satisfaction of seeing a girl, head down, crying. I am
confident.
"Well at least now you know you can get pregnant. That's usually a concern of women who've had the
kind of surgery you had last February."
The counselor is trying to make my shock of being pregnant a pleasurable surprise but it sounds more
like a scientific experiment gone wrong. I had had my left fallopian tube removed a year and a half
before. There was a chance I'd have a hard time getting pregnant, but I had just proved the medical
community wrong. A 26 year old, never-missed-a-pill-in-eight-years, one-tubed woman: pregnant.

The doctor, smart-looking, with no make up, mousy brown hair pulled back and a toothy smile, starts
conversation as she looks under my sheet. I am naked from the waist down, and my legs are spread, fee
in stirrups like times before. But this is not like any time before, and this is not the office of my
OBGYN, Cynthia.
No one likes to be here; this is not a happy situation, I know that. No one wants to be pregnant at the
wrong time and under the wrong circumstances. But what you've decided to do is perfectly legal, and
perfectly safe. I'm going to begin the process in a minute. I just want to give it time to fully kick in.
You're already dilated.... Can you feel this?"
I answer "No," and my stare moves from the ceiling to the top of the doctor's head, which is bent dowi
in between my legs.
The nurse takes my hand, calls me by name, and asks what I'm going to school for. She must have ret
my fie 1 th.nk. 1 answer, my speech slowing, and the nurse squeezes my hand every so often,
reminding me to keep my eyes open.
The doctor wheels her chair closer to me, and 1 jump at her first touch.
"You can't move, Erica. I won't be able to do anything unless you lie still. Are you alright?"
ne1
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father's teams, keeps me that way. I am told again to keep my eyes open. Then, for the first time, I
notice a skylight with a sort of plastic poster over it: an image of blue sky with a few fluffy clouds. I am
staring at this, still talking, when the noise starts.
It is like the loud hum of a vacuum cleaner. The sound conjures up vivid images of my sister teasing me
with a make-belief dentist drill the day before my six month checkup. The noise is over after a minute,
maybe less. I don't count; I am still talking to the nurse.
The doctor wipes off my inner thighs with a wet cold cloth. She allows me to close my legs, bringing
my knees together. She declares, "You're all done. You did just fine."
She gives some instructions to the nurse and leaves the room. The nurse tells me I can get dressed as
soon as I feel like it. I feel like it right away. I want to get out of the room and into the recovery area,
where I'm hoping Ryan can join me. The nurse helps me off the table, and as I struggle to stand on one
leg to put my pants on, she holds my arm and back. Soon I am dressed and led to a large, leather
recliner. I am hot, and the nurse helps me out of my shrug. She gets me a cup of water, leaves, and
comes back with an ice pack. She lifts my hair and tells me to lean forward. I immediately have the
sense of being ill as a small child, my grandmother spooning soup into my mouth and placing cold
washcloths on my forehead. I feel groggy and try to sleep but I can't. I look around and see other
patients, sitting in recliners scattered across the room, and I know that Ryan won't be allowed back here.
I send him a text that I am in the recovery room and ok and that he can't come to see me. Soon the ice
pack takes effect, and I drape my shrug across my upper body. I eat two saltines, then ask for soda. The
Coke tastes good, and it washes away the medicinal flavor from my mouth. I put my hair up, then undo
it, and spin the rings on my fingers. The secretary notices my fidgeting and asks if I am ready to leave.
I nod, "Yes." She hands me a brown paper bag with four prescriptions: one for bleeding, one for
cramping, an antibiotic, and a new kind of birth control to be started the coming Sunday. A note from
the doctor is in there as well.
As I make my way out to the waiting room, I walk past the offices of the three women to whom I had
told my sexual and medical history and the bits about my life - quit my job, insurance only until the end
of the month, living with my parents, starting graduate school in a few weeks. As I enter the waiting
room, everyone's eyes turn toward me, then quickly back to their cell phones, magazines, or the floor.
I'm not their daughter, their wife, their sister. Ryan tucks the Reader's Digest under his arm, stands and
walks toward me, reaching for my purse and we leave, hand in hand, him whispering How do you feel?
Outside, the protesters are gone and it's a sunny, glorious August afternoon.
At my low points, when I am alone or without school work to keep me busy, I think of hundreds of
words to describe me: careless, irresponsible, slut, baby killer, liar, tramp... I console myself with
thoughts that a slut is a slut only when she's been caught: by her parents, the dance chaperone, the
policeman patrolling the dark parking lot, or with a growing belly that broadcasts to everyone just
exactly what she did wrong.
Three times a week on my way to and from class, I pass a billboard across from a church in Whitney
Point. It's a Life, not a Choice, it says. I no longer cry at the sight of it.
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Chasing Satan

Tovce Hansen

Satan
Antonio was the btke teacher. Taught us all how to btke ride when we were kidst every®e in the
neighborhood- if you can believe that. His family lives next door. They were always different. (That is:
different than us.)
,. ,
. . , ,. T
Antonio went to Iraq, came back. Now he lives in the basement and he s a tota addict. I never
want to live in a basement, and I would never get hooked on drugs. Hard drugs m talking about, not
the stuff your dermatologist gives you to make your skin better, or the stuff your parents give you when
you get bad grades because you're hyperactive, or the stuft your therapist gives you because you have
anxietv. I read somewhere that if you drop acid seven times you re legally insane. If so, Antonio was a
lunatic before I turned twelve. If I had known that then, I wouldn't be telling you this story.
Antonio's dad is police. The chief actually, name of DeAngelo: the angel. (If you can even
imagine that an angel gave birth to a junkie.) Angel of addiction, maybe. Angel ot escape. Angel of a
bloodthirsty godless canine named Satan that still haunts the neighborhood to this day. (If only in
shadows, and jumpy teenage girls who aren't normal-looking anymore.)
Satan was a real man's dog, my father said. A Doberman- a real pure bread tyrant. She was
trained to protect DeAngelo's house and they had to keep her locked up because of how very trained she
was. This wasn't the type of dog you saw Antonio walking after school: no Precious Moments figurine.
Her growl rolled a low vibrato that tolerated no trespass. Total bitch.
You might have pre-existing feelings about Satan's (the devil's, not the dog's) gender- but I
never once doubted that Satan was a lady. No matter how much women's lib we get, there's still
someone willing to claim that the most powerful tool of destruction is womankind. Eve was the one who
f-ed it all up back in the garden- you have to admit. And Grendel's mom was a lot worse than he was, in
the end. And Beowulf isn't even a religious story. I guess what I'm trying to say is: it's everywhere. Not
just the church.
Antonio would shoot his drugs, slip into some kind of reminisce. Eventually, it would turn into
war paranoia, and he'd deploy Satan into the fragile asphalt of Burton Street. All the time. I mean, ALL
the time. And that nasty bitch Satan would take off- a loyal patriot seeking the heat of the nearest
weakness or perceived threat- front doors slamming, BANG! Click! BANG! BANG!
"Gracie!" (that's my mother) "Get indoors NOW!" (BANG!)
I urns out, my mother was the only one in the neighborhood who could catch Satan. Red-hairbarefoot-hippie-type; Sound ot Music ' recycled-curtain-clothes-Julie-Andrews-as-Maria-type; crystaldipping tarot type, but she was totally against women's lib. My mother was the other kind of hippie.
I he bra-less home-baked bread, tree-love kind—not the political protest kind. She told me when I was a
small girl that she would NEVER vote for a woman president. Hillary was pretty near the last signofthe
apocalypse to her. When the lady C linton didn't garner the nomination, my mother was relieved.
Anyway-no snarling attack dog would put fear in my mother's heart, especially not a lady one.
"Satan! ' she would yell.
"SATAN!" Throughout the neighborhood.
"I'm going to get you, Satan!" Red hair, like a torch in high wind
I suppose I should mention here that the folks that live on our left are church people. Pastor,
actually and his wife Two Utile kids, much younger than me. with two more on the way (the little lady
mothe°rUh dnonPhe°rnf e "T'TL TT l° MVe time"> 1 don't h^e to explain what a reputation my
mother had, on her frequent neighborhood exercise runs, summoning the dark lord.
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Her feet were the feet of a hippie, too, scarred with fables and tall tales and Doberman
mythologies. Toenails never clipped, never painted up or pretty. Her heels were pallid and the thin
grooves around the perimeters had ripped into deep dry ravines. As a child my tiny sharp nails
spelunked carrying messages of Vaseline, when she used to let me care for her. Way back when.
We were often called to the front of the church when I was small, to be prayed for, and 1 think
we all thought it a great honor. (To be paid so much attention by the redeemed.) But now I think it's
mortifying. Two guys are in my class that used to be members of my church, and 1 pray every day that a
new Japanese cartoon with give them seizures and eradicate their memories of my devil-calling mother,
and our poor poor sinful family in their minds. But my prayers aren't all that genuine. I'm a sinner. I
don't know how they knew it back then, when I was much more innocent; I didn't start looking like a
sinner until after it happened.

Practice
If you're worried about what happened to me: don't be. It's over and I'm fine now, the only
thing is—my friend Lynne isn't really my friend anymore. Losing her was worse than looking like a
sinner. Our relationship kind of slipped away even though I was only hospitalized for a week. A week is
a long time to a girl in 9lh grade, but not that long.
Lynne and I played soccer together. I hate soccer, but I played just because I wanted to hang out
with Lynne more. We agree about a lot of things. We used to look a lot alike.
"Grace!" she would say, "Grace, let's kick a ball around at your house tonight."
"You know my mom hates it when we make a lot of noise. Antonio goes nuts." I would tell her.
"Aw, Grace, you gotta just DO things. Who cares what your ma says? She's a total buzz-kill."
Lynne was really into drug lingo back then. Antique words like buzz-kill whirred in her hard
drive. She was ultra curious about ruining her brain cells in interesting ways. In chemical ways. In ways
that you could add as bullets in your world cred resume. At practice she made a big show of admitting
that she liked being high. She smoked a joint. Once. With her cousin in Miami when she was on
vacation over winter break. She called me on my cell phone when she was high and she wasn't making
any sense, but she was using all this emphasis on certain words and trying to make some kind of point
about how trees grew both up and down. Being high sounds stupid to me. I think that's when she started
saying buzz-kill. Got it from her cousin. He's sort-of old, and his vocabulary is like the slightly updated
version of the "slacks and blouse" rhetoric from the first vinyl generation. I guess words are infectious.
Especially if they have a nice sing.
"I guess we could just try to stay closer to Pastor's side of the yard." I would give in, feeling
sick.
I would always give in.
My mom really didn't mind having Lynne over. She made a huge thing of acting nice to me, and
being the "perfect mom." She would be all Martha Stewart (before the jail time) with rosemary and
gentle reminders.
"Gracie, have you showed Lynne your piano solo yet?" she would ask, smiling, flipping that
wild hair to the side.
"Nah, mom. She doesn't have time to sit and listen today," I would say.
"Grace says she wants to quit, but she sounds so nice when she's playing. Her father and I told
her she has to wait until after the recital at the end of December," she told Lynne, "some day she'll thank
us."
If she only knew the reason I hated lessons so much. Thinking about it makes me want to crash.
Or at least: defragment.
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like. It wasn't a smile, it was a portra.t of dominance. It meant I better listen to her. I m a slow learner
and it took me a long time to understand that.
"Come on, Grace," Lynne would say.
"We'll be outside," I would say.
"Love you, Grade," she always had to throw that in, in front of Lynne. Like she was ultraloving, more loving than other people's moms. So loving she would never force her aug ter to take
piano lessons against her will.
"Grace," Lynne would kick me the ball.
"Did you finish reading When She Hollers?' I asked her, kicking the ball back.
"Not yet. I'm only about half-in," she dribbled between her feet, kicked the ball up and used her
knees to keep it up.
"Nice moves," I said.
"Justin wore his pink hat today. Did you see it?' she asked.
"Yeah. I like it. Looks like a chocolate kiss," I said.
"Totally, like a Hershey's knit?" Lynne kicked to me.
"Like a tasty morsel?" I'd say.
"I'd take a bite of that!" Lynne would say.
We would laugh.
"Grace?" Lynne would kick me the ball.
"Yeah," and I'd dribble a little, around the apple tree and kick back.
"What's Antonio like?"
"Messed up."
"Like how?"
"When I go over there, it's just..."
"He's quiet? What?"
"I just hate watching him so..."
"Here," she'd crouch a little and motion behind her, "Take a shot."
I backed up and took two steps, then sent the ball toward the fence where she was blocking like a
keeper. She easily knocked it away.
"Rejection!" she shouted.
"Let me take another one," I said. "Wait," and I grabbed the ball.
I his time I took a good look at her body language, and I faked to the right, then sent the ball
behind her with a quick move to the left.
"Goal!" I yelled.
"Keep it down out there," my mom was at the kitchen window.
"Sorry Mrs. Blest," said Lynne.
We re almost done, I told my mom as she disappeared from the window
"Grace?
"Yeah?"
"Why does Antonio freak out so much?"
• I fl'lw? ' kn?v' Wf? Drugs?" atSOon as 1 said "< 1 saw Lynne's face change. I immediately
I had something else o say so that I could quickly change the subject.
What kind of drugs? she said.
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"I don't know. H " I said.
'"Really?" Lynne was a little too thoughtful after that.
"It's really stupid," I said. "You'd be completely sicked out if you saw him-"
"You've seen him do it?" she said.
It was getting worse, much worse. She had stopped kicking the ball and was looking directly at
me.
"Can I... ?"
"Forget it." I said. "There's no way he'd be able to handle a new person."
"But... maybe you could introduce me," she said, hopeful.
"No way."
We'd go back and forth for a while and then she would call her brother and he'd come pick her
up. Or, she'd stay for dinner and my mom would serve vegetables she grew herself. And my dad would
talk about how great it was that Lynne and I were able to enjoy sports now-a-days. And my mom would
say girls that are into sports can be intimidating, so it's important to remember to wear skirts and act
soft. If you ask me, if you're a girl, acting soft isn't always what's real. The dog next door doesn't act
soft, and she's real. Satan's about as real as real gets.

Dark Side
I guess the worst thing about Antonio was not that he kept letting the dog out; it was that my
mom wanted me to spend time with him. She sent me over to DeAngelo's basement once a week, like it
was community service.
"Bring this banana bread next door. Grade," she'd say.
"Mom! I feel like a freak," and I meant it.
"You feel like a freak? How do you think he feels? Do you know what kind of stuff he saw when
he was over-seas?" she would say. You can't reason with my mom. She's not afraid of Satan, and she
wasn't going to let post-traumatic stress destroy our neighborhood, smart bombing on down the street.
Then I would go next door, remembering to call first and leave a message on the answering
machine so Antonio wouldn't be surprised when I knocked on the front door. It's not good to surprise
him. You never ring the bell.
"Hi, there. How's it going?" I would say, trying not to look at him too much or too little.
"Grace. Come in," Antonio would hold the door open for me, and then lock it three times behind
me. Lock, unlock. Lock, unlock. Lock. Then he would check to see if anyone was still outside by lifting
the curtain of the window beside the door. Then he would motion me to come downstairs. He walked so
quietly.
"I brought banana bread for you," I would say. Or zucchini bread. Or carrot cake. Grape pastry.
"Thank you, it smells good," he'd smile, sort of. Like a tiny, faint smile.
"I just got a new book," I'd say. And I would tell him about whatever I was busy reading.
"Want?" he'd always offer.
"No thanks," I'd say.
And then he'd shoot up. And then I would just sit with him while his eyes kind of rolled back
and he slumped over.
The first time he shot up with me, he threw up all over himself. It was horrible because I didn't
know what to do. He didn't seem to mind it, though, and I didn't want to scare him so I didn't approach
him and clean it up. I opened a pack of Camel cigarettes on the table, and smoked one. I'm not a
smoker, only around Antonio. It doesn't seem right to let him do all the self-destruction. So anyway, I
just sat there, choking on the cigarette and smelling his vomit, and looking all around, quietly.
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DeAngelo's basemen, is really damp. It smells like dirt, but not the; ktnd r^
^
after garden,ng. It's different. Less organic. The couch is butterscotch, kind of the same color_my
grandparents' car was in the 70's. It's totally lumpy, and there's a spring sticking uncomfortably out of
the middle part. 1 always si, on the right side so that I'm next to Antonio s chair. I feel fimny being on
the other side, so far away from him. If 1 sat on the other side, I d have to speak a little louder and 1
didn't want to feel any more strained.
.
„ _
Antonio had one of those rainbow-prism posters from a Pink Floyd album on the walI I spent a
lot of time looking at it. After about a month of looking at it, I downloaded the album. It s cal ed Dark
Side of the Moon." It's pretty good. Depressing, though. It's really crazy listening to a whole bunch of
songs from the same band all in a string, usually I just download the song I like. Since I didn t know
anything about the album, though, I had to just go for the whole thing. Didn't want to miss out on the
best song; you can't tell anything about how flash a song is by its title.
There was a book case in the corner that went five shelves high. Clearly, this was not enough
room to contain Antonio's reading habits. There were stacks of books everywhere. Mostly political
stuff, people talking about the government and capitalism. Stuff about money, and war. He had several
books with photos of wartime that were stuffed under the coffee table. I wasn t eager to open them. Not
after the time I saw him go full-on freak mode when I cracked the cover of the one on top during my
first visit.
It's hard to hang out with him. It's a lot of work. I have to be kind of slow, and quiet, and gentle,
and make a real effort not to act like I feel uncomfortable. But he's an okay guy. He doesn't look very
good when he shoots up, his jaw all slack. But when he greets me at the door, he's kinda nice looking.
Before he gets high, he can carry on a really deep conversation about the state of the world. If he wasn't
such a junkie, he'd be a good leader. His ideas make a lot of sense. If he wasn't such a junkie, I would
probably crush him.
"Thanks for coming, Grace," he'd say.
"Sure, see you next week," I'd say.
"Tell your mom thank you for the rhubarb pie," he'd say. Or the pumpkin cookies. Or the com
bread.
"You bet," and I'd walk across the side yard to my house. Walk quietly. And I'd listen for Satan.
She'd be scratching at the garage door. Or rumbling at the back yard fence, her lips slowly vibrating.
Her ears pointed straight back.
My tront door always seemed to want to bang. I had to make an effort to let it go really softly, I
had to kind ot hold it the whole way. Antonio's basement clung to my sleeve as I entered the house, with
a shhhhhh.
"Gracie?" my mom in the kitchen.
"He says thank you for the peanut brittle," I'd say. Or the raspberry tart.
How did he look? but she wasn t really asking. She didn't want to hear about his drug use. She
liked to just pretend he was depressed like my dad.
You know, I d say, "spiraling downward as we speak."
Jit's good that you're spending time with him. It helps him to remember what it means to be
home, and she would wipe her hands on her used-to-be-a-tablecloth apron
"Mom?" I'd say.
"Yes?" she d say. But she wasn't really listening. She was thinking about dad. Antonio was her
chance to try again.
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Come Back
Dad spends his time in the garage mostly. Or in the yard, trimming and pruning. He's okay to
spend time with. A good listener. Well, not like he really listened to you and gave you good feedback,
but he was quiet and you could just hang out with him and talk. His body is here, but his mind is still in
Da Nang. He left it in an ammunition crate, in exchange for the round that made his first kill. The war
barter system is ridiculously high stakes.
"Dad?" I'd go through the door in the mud room to the garage.
"Grace," he'd smile. "Come in."
"Just got back from DeAngelo's," I'd say.
"Mm-hmm."
"We talked a little about his tattoo," I'd say. Or my new book. Or the government.
"Mm-hmm," He'd answer.
"It looks like an oval, with a cross? Have you seen it?" I'd say. Or it's about a girl who is
uncomfortable with her piano lessons.
"Hmmm. That sounds interesting," he'd say.
I hated that. Interesting doesn't mean anything. It isn't good, it isn't bad, it isn't anything. It's
nothing. It's like grunting.
"Anyway," I'd say. "It's an ankh. An Egyptian hieroglyph."
"Huh."
"The gods carried it."
"I didn't know that."
"It's the key of life." I said. Or, this girl in the book doesn't like her teacher because he makes
her feel weird.
"Mm-hmm," my dad would say. "Mm-hmm."
It never went anywhere. He could listen for hours, but he never really heard me. He fought in
Vietnam; that's what war did to him. He was a ghost, only without the determination and haunting. Just
floating, drifting from his apple tree to his work bench. My mom thought that he would eventually just
"come back" and she told me it only seemed like he wasn't listening, but that he actually was. I don't
think she really believed that. I know I didn't.
In my dreams Antonio's jaw is always firm and my dad's blue eyes are able to process
information like an Intel. And my mom's baking more than makes up for her insistence on ignoring
what is really wrong. And saving other people's children from a dog makes up for forcing her own
daughter to take piano lessons. I know she didn't mean to hurt me.

Payment
Saturdays are lesson days.
Saturday nights I cry.
Lessons are in his attic. It's the only place we won't be interrupted by his kids. It's always a
million degrees up there. I wear sweatshirts and long pants.
"Grace, go on up," he'd say, and motion for me to take the ladder up to the upright piano in the
middle of the room.
I'd wave slowly good-bye to my mom from the front door.
"Morning," she'd call with a smile.
"Good morning, Mrs. Blest," he'd call.
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Then she'd go back inside.
"Warm up a little, I'll be up in a moment," he'd say.
Each step up, dragging my feet.
My fingers didn't want to move, but they did.
,
. ifvnnhn.^
The walls were just wood beams and insulation. Tiny pink fiberglass threads. If you taushed up
against them, your arms were scratchy all week. Red, and painful, a hn^™g
to delete. Once I tried to take sandpaper to a contact site between my right elbow and the slanted ceiling.
My mom made me spray ant,sept,c on it, when she saw what I had done which offered a sharp and
excruciating relief from the dull ache for several moments. That scar is the only attic scar you can see.
"Now then," he'd say, and we would start.
"Sit up straight, Grace," he would say, and he would touch my back.
"Posture," his hands on my shoulders.
"Use the pedals," his hand on my leg.
Half an hour later, I was sliding down the attic stairs as quick as 1 could. That day my mom was
in the car, waiting by the curb. Smiling.
My face was fiberglass.
"1 have to go run some errands, want to come?" she'd say.
I grunted.
"Grace, I forgot to pay for this week. Go give this to him," she said.
"Mom, just send it in the mail," my words were insulating.
"That's crazy, Grace," she'd laugh.
I would walk up the steps and ring the bell. Stand there, with my mother's money in my
outstretched hand. She would wave from the car as he opened the door.
"Thank you. Pastor!" she'd call out, "We appreciate it!"
I'd slam the car door shut. A million tiny pink threads flaring up in my cheeks. Shaking. Unable
to say anything.
"Grace, what's gotten into you?"
"He corrected my posture again," was all I could say.
"Well, posture is important," she said.
"He touched my back," I'd say.
"He's just showing you how to sit, Grace, calm down," she said.
"Well I...
don't...
like... it."

Natural Disaster
At home, I would go to my room and get changed for soccer. I would text Lynne a quick
message because 1 didn't feel like talking, but 1 felt like having someone to talk to. Someone who
listened. Someone who whose mind was in this hemisphere. Someone who didn't shoot up.
Lynne! sccr @ 2, rite?
rite, what u doin?
zip. u?
my ma is trippin. wants me 2 go 2 g-mart 4 milk b4 prctice.
srry. c u in a few.
ttyl.
And then at practice I would kick every disgusting moment of the morning around the field. I
would kick as hard as I could, even when I was supposed to be learning control. I had no control over
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my life, over the things I had to do and the things people expected from me. How could I possibly
control a small black and white ball?
I wasn't very good at soccer, but soccer was good to me. It allowed me to focus my anger and
embarrassment. It gave me a chance to let it out. I ran with abandon, flailing my arms. I didn't blink
when 1 charged at the legs of the next girl and stole the ball from her. That ball was mine. Mine to kick.
Mine to send up into the speechless attic, down to the wordless basement, all the way to the Da Nang
mum.
"Grace," Lynne would shout, "I'm open!"
And I would sigh and send it to her. She was a team player. She knew that if I had the ball it was
only a matter of time until I sent it out of bounds. And she wanted me to stay in the practice game. And
she wanted to win. She used to be a good friend.
After practice, we'd change in the locker room and she asked how my day went.
"Stupid piano lessons."
"Schwag," she said.
"Did you finish Don't Count on Homecoming Queen?" I asked.
"No, I didn't start it yet. I'll get to it tonight," she said.
"Cool."
"Need a ride?" she said. "My brother is picking me up."
"Sure." And then I called my mom and told her not to come.
Lynne's brother Kyle was a little overweight. He ate a lot of junk food and he had terrible breath.
His car was dirty. The backseat was filled with candy wrappers, and used napkins, and sticky soda cans.
There were long striped straws and various sizes and styles of Styrofoam. An empty pack of gum
flapped when Kyle drove over bumps. His shocks were the same brand as they use in mechanical bulls.
(I'm guessing.) I jostled among the backseat debris, smiling to myself. Free from my mother's righteous
clean car. Nestled among things that were used. Free, even if only for a moment.
"Grace, you look sad today," Kyle said.
"Nah, just tired," I smiled at him.
Kyle always seemed like he really cared. If he were my age, I thought, maybe I would try to talk
to him. Maybe not.
"You live on Burton, right?" he said.
"Yeah," I said.
"111?"
"Yeah."
"Want something to drink?" he said. Kyle motioned toward a six pack of soda on the floor in the
front seat.
"Lynne? Get Grace a soda," Kyle said, smiling.
"Thanks," I said.
"You bet," he said.
"GOD, it's so quiet in your car!" Lynne would laugh and turn on the radio.
"Turn off the radio," he always said. "That isn't music, it's advertising."
"This song's really good," Lynne loved pop.
"Don't you care about meaning? Don't you want songs to make sense?" he would say.
"This DOES make sense," Lynne was never swayed.
"Grace? Help me out, what does "she moves her body like a cyclone" have to do with our
country? Or our world?" Kyle would always try to get me on his side.
"I think they're talking about natural disasters," I said, "like Katrina?" What could I say? Lynne
was my friend. And I didn't want to sound like a public service announcement.
"Grace, are you kidding me? Do you know how many lives-"
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"Kyle-COME ON! We just got out of practice. Don't be such an activist. GAWD. Lynnehadno
patience for her brother's world interest.
,. .
„__ ,
"I'm just saying, Katrina isn't a pop song joke to be thrown around in the car, Kyle said.
"Thank you, Captain Human Rights," said Lynne. "Grace, can you believe him. It s like all he
does is sit around thinking about depressing stutf and bringing other people down.
I looked at Kyle in the rearview mirror. I think I smiled.
"It's not bringing me down,"I said. He's right, I thought.
"You are so morbid, Ky. Go paint your fingernails black and stop eating things that animals
make." Lynne said.
Kyle didn't say anything.
"God," she said, "Jesus Christ." Then she turned the radio up.
"What are you doing today, Grace?" Kyle would ask.
"I don't know. My mom will probably send me to DeAngelo's later. It's Antonio's birthday
today." I said.
At my house, Kyle would always turn around and make eye contact with me. Always the same
question.
"Sure you're all right?"
"Yeah, thanks," I'd said.
"I'll text you later," Lynne said, "Bye, Grace."
"Bye Lynne."
Up the driveway, I'd half-walk, half-run. I'd open the front door and wave behind me to Kyle's
little blue Colt as it backed up.

Trifle
"Grace, is that you?" my mom called from the kitchen.
The front door ricocheted off the frame behind me one, twice, and after a while, closed on the
third time with a very small click.
"How was practice?" she said.
"Good. What's this?" I said, sticking my fingers in the creamy top.
"A trifle," she said. "Take this next door."
"MOM, I just got back from practice." I sighed.
"It's Antonio's birthday," she said.
"I know," I blew out my breath, and set my bag down.
"Just a minute," I said, as I went to my room.
My door was always shut, and it was a little hard to open. The green rug, turf green-totally astro,
was too plush. When I picked it out in fourth grade. I thought it was lawntasticTBack then I wanted to bs
an organic farmer, and grow vegetables like my mom. Having a thick green rug in my bedroom was the
best thing I could think of after my parents rejected the dirt floor in my original plan.
My writing desk was fairly neat on top; its contents were part of my dirty little secret. Novels,
s ones, non-fiction accounts of girls just like me, girls with piano teachers and coaches and neighbors
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forth. I'd try to

the Gulf War last
doodled different things: a hummer, an oasis,

a man who looked very small against the horizon, a big, round sun surrounded in graphite streaks...
and a lot of camouflage. Though I wasn't sure if Antonio would like it or not, I just felt like I did it with
him in mind and I didn't have time to sit around and convince myself it wasn't a good present. I put it
inside an empty folder and returned to the kitchen.
"This all?" I said.
"Thank you, Grade," she smiled. "You're doing a good thing."
In my dreams, a trifle is so much more than a layered confection. It looks like our lives; me,
Antonio and my dad, Lynne and Kyle, my mom and her vegetable garden, Pastor... Satan,
DeAngelo... war. These are all carefully spread one on another and surrounded by lady fingers. By my
hands. I carefully hold them, knowing how long they took to construct this way. How quickly they may
spill. How ugly they might mix.

The Scream
At that moment, as I picked up the trifle, Lynne banged open the front door. I nearly dropped
Antonio's birthday gifts.
"Lynne!" I said, surprised.
"Grace! I forgot, I wanted to ask you about that book you gave me-" she said.
"Uh," I looked at my mom and then at the trifle.
"Grace was just going next door to bring Antonio a birthday cake," my mom said, "Why don't
you hop along with her?"
"Mom-" I panicked, I didn't know what to do to handle this.
"Great!" said Lynne. "Here, I'll take that," she said, grabbing the folder from under my arm.
"But," I didn't really know if I could just say, Lynne's totally into drugs, Mom, and Antonio's a
junkhead. Are you crazy?
"It'll be great, Grace," said my mom.
My forehead folded in half vertically. My mouth was a tight rope. My breath balanced on the
shallow of my lungs.
"Come on, Grace," said Lynne, opening the front door.
"Uh," I took one hesitant step forward, then looked helplessly back at my mom.
"Go on, Grace. You go over there all the time," she said. She brushed my shoulder off, perhaps
to wipe away the hesitation.
"But, Antonio's always... Lynne and I should just..." but I came up blank. I'm no good under
pressure.
"Tell him happy birthday. Maybe you two could even sing," my mom smiled. She meant well.
It killed me, but I walked out the door. My feet pounded down the front steps like a hammer,
sending Shockwaves up my legs into my stomach which lapped out my lips in a gasping hush.
Lynne was already halfway through DeAngelo's lawn. Before I could even react, she was
shouting into the house,
"Antoooo-nio!" she was saying, "Antooooo-nio! BIIIIIRRRTHday boy!"
Listening to her voice skewer the quiet like big chunks of ripe fruit, I stumbled. I had forgotten to
call first.
What happened next was a blur. There was a sound in the back yard, the back door sliding
open... then Antonio was around to the fence, followed by an anxious Satan, unlatching the gate and
thrusting its slatted face open. Satan was an upside down checkmark, letting out a terrifying string of
barking assault. I saw Lynne drop the folder and turn to me with her face stretched into that Munch
painting "The Scream" and the yard took on that kind of sketchy Munch look. In one movement I drop-
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kicked the trifle at Satan and ran toward Lynne. The messy custard dish collided with Satan s flank
leaving a trail of lady fingers streaking through the air behind it, like exhaust The plastic dish bounced
off to the side. Antonio's eyes were dilated as he crouched down behind the fence, clutching the garden
hose adjustable spray pistol to his chest. He was whispering something into is armpit.
ent own to
lower my center of gravity and leaned into Satan's attack.
"Get inside, Lynne!" 1 screamed, "Get insi-"
And 1 knelt down as Satan mauled me.
And I prayed that I wouldn't die.
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Visual Arts: Effective Means to Enhance
Creative Writing Quality
-

Karen Randle

Abstract

This study focuses on how integrating visual art and the writing process enhance fourth grade students'
creative writing quality. The qualitative inquiry uses three writing conditions including open-ended
textual story prompts, fine art images as story prompts and student created artwork as story prompts to
motivate students to write creatively, as well as student interviews, field observations, and artifact
analysis. The results show that open-ended prompts both textual and visual lead to more imaginative
storylines, complex sentences structure and elaborate character development than the comparison
writing condition using a highly scripted writing prompt. The benefits of using visual art and art
production in the prewriting process include greater student engagement in the writing process as well as
heightened student investment in the end product.
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Visual Arts: Effective Means to Enhance Creative Writing Quality

In the current education environment driven by high stakes testing many educators and school
districts focus on teaching the basics in an effort to command good test scores. Thus attention to arts
education or any overtly creative pursuits are often seen as luxuries schools cannot afford for our
children (Chicola & Smith, 2005). Several researchers have challenged this thinking by revealing
academic gains across various content areas through the process of teaching practices that deliberately
integrate art creation and literacy instruction (Andrzejczak, Trainin & Poldberg, 2005; Chicola & Smith,
2005; Cowan & Albers, 2006).
To explore the extent to which using visual arts in the classroom affects the quality of students'
creative writing and overall literacy skills, several studies have been reviewed that examine the
boundaries of literacy, and traditional methods for teaching creative writing. Additionally, an
investigation of the meaning of visual thinking in general, and specifically Visual Thinking Strategies
(VTS) as outlined by researchers Housen and Yenawine (2001) to encourage literacy skills has been
pursued. Consideration has also been afforded to a variety of research studies that measure the effect of
specific teaching strategies utilizing fine art and art creation on student writing quality.
Strategies for Teaching Creative Writing
Before examining how grade school children go about the task of writing an imaginative story it
is important to consider the cognitive processes involved in transferring the aesthetic and emotional
quality of a spoken tale to paper. Small children make sense of the world through the stories they hear
and the stories they tell. Inflections in the story teller's voice, facial expressions and body movements
act in harmony to convey meaning and emotion in the tale told. Children pick up on these nuances of
communication, and in the process learn about themselves and construct understanding about the
workings of the world (McGarvey, 1999). McGarvey (1999) also suggests it is through storytelling that
children discover cultural diversity, character differences, and develop feelings of empathy. She goes on
to say that the cognitive processes in play during storytelling exercise both the logical left hemisphere of
the brain to provide sequence and structure, and the more creative right hemisphere to convey
imaginative content (McGarvey, 1999). The cognitive processes involved for transferring the aesthetic
quality of the spoken tale to paper, however, are more complex than simply writing down what has been
said. Rather, before students can successfully convey meaning and emotion inherent in a creative story
they must employ their long-term memory to access information about the writing process itself and also
information about the topic at hand, while simultaneously recognizing and retrieving those words and
phrases that create imagery and convey emotion applicable to a given story. In addition, students
engage their working memory to monitor the planning, translating and reviewing processes that are
ongoing throughout the writing exercise (Bruning, Schraw, Norby & Ronning, 2004). The '"cognitive
load" Bruning, et al. (2004) contend is quite significant and can often overwhelm the writer's ability to
generate creative thought.
It is not surprising then that teachers attempt to break down the writing process into manageable
bits in order to assist students' writing efforts. Thwaite (2006) reveals, however, in a case study of third
graders whose teacher subscribes to a basal writing program called First Steps, some of the drawbacks
of this approach. The First Steps program consists primarily of stock forms that essentially ask students
to fill in the blanks regarding their story's setting, complications and resolutions, varying the format for
a variety of writing genre (Thwaite, 2006). Thwaite's conclusions are similar to those of Ellis (2003)
which found given highly structured, scripted formats, students put more energy and focus into filling in
the boxes and checking off the steps than into imaginative thinking and creative storytelling.
Furthermore, students are apt to limit their thinking and stories to the space allotted by the form itself.

36

Ellis (2003) expands on this by comparing four different writing conditions and including student
reactions to each condition. Two of the four conditions, Picture-Sequence and Modeled-Story task, and
The Complete-Story-Planner task, Ellis (2003) describes as highly scripted formats for writing. The
other two conditions, The Class-Discussion task and The Detailed-Decision task, she describes as
unscripted writing activities. Congruent with Thwaite's (2006) findings Ellis (2003) found that scripted
writing procedures, those procedures that essentially supply students with a storyline, resulted in bland
writing products and students comment that the process was boring and easy, whereas the unscripted
writing tasks resulted in more imaginative and creative writing products. Students responses to the
unscripted writing process reveal that while they found the tasks much more difficult they also found the
challenge more satisfying and were more pleased with their end products (Ellis, 2003).
Assuming the goal is to tap into those strategies and procedures that result in greater creativity
and appropriate student challenge, and recognizing that scripted formats fall short on both counts, the
question that remains is why not simply focus on unscripted writing formats. The major reason cited is
that for many students, the process is just too frustrating and the anxiety generated by a blank page is
sometimes too great a challenge (Ellis, 2003). The risk involved is that students will turn off to the
creative writing process completely. Allowing students to paint and draw before writing is one way to
address the added challenge unscripted writing tasks present without dictating storylines. It appears
somewhat obvious that having a visual to refer to while writing reduces the cognitive load, leaving more
resources available for developing story elements such as plot, setting, character and crisis. Advocates of
teaching visual literacy, Flood and Lapp (1998), state that using visual arts in the classroom motivates
learners to use a variety of means such as drawing, drama, and multi-media presentation in addition to
reading and writing to communicate ideas. Flood and Lapp (1998) contend that employing instructional
strategies that include visual arts may encourage students to more willingly accept the challenges of
creative writing.

Visual Thinking and Visual Literacy
Arnheim (1969) explored the interplay between our visual perceptions and cognitive thought
coining the phrase visual thinking, saying, "Thinking calls for images, and images contain thought" (p.
254). This implies the interdependency of the two mental processes. By extension of this thought
process Arnheim (1964) contends that every picture, every visual image we perceive is a statement of
thought, and how well we cultivate our visual perception skills determines how well we discern meaning
and understanding from a visual image. Flood and Lapp (1998) provide a more current understanding of
this commingling of visual stimuli and thought by including drama, visual arts, signage, and media as
integral pieces to our thinking, understanding and communication processes.
V isual Thinking Strategies (VTS) is a teaching strategy used to encourage critical and creative
thinking using visual images. The VTS strategy uses a process of asking three carefully worded
questions about an image during group discussion in an attempt to foster these thinking skills. The result
ot extensive research, the V IS discovery process," asks students to look at an image and answer the
questions W hat s going on in this picture?, What do you see that makes you say that?, and What more
can we find? as a means to construct meaning and understanding from the image (Housen & Yenawine,
2001). Housen (2002), like McGarvey's (1999) earlier study, contends that the process plays into
students natural abilities for storytelling. By dissecting an image, by observing for minute detail,
students make inferences and draw conclusions about the story behind the photo or painting. While the
VTS strategy does not include writing exercises as part of the process, the group discussions key to this
strategy certainly tap into those abilities necessary for creative writing, specifically valuing different
viewpoints and reflective thinking (Housen & Yenawine, 2001).
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Yenawine (1997) defines visual literacy as the ability to find meaning in imagery. The ability to
do this is different for everyone depending on one's prior knowledge and experience. An advocate for
VTS, Yenawine equates the visual literacy process to the process of reading for comprehension in that it
is gradual and evolving. One assumes from this stance that like becoming a better reader, becoming
more visually literate requires practice (Yenawine, 1997). Housen (2002) explores how using VTS
builds critical and creative thinking skills that carry over into other contexts and content areas beyond
the initial premise of developing aesthetic awareness. Considering the scripted writing tasks discussed
earlier through the work of Ellis (2003) and the difficulties presented by unscripted writing tasks,
Housen presents a solution with VTS. She implies that open ended thinking about visuals provides the
necessary structure and focus for student thinking that does not inhibit the critical and creative thinking
process (Housen, 2002).

Art in the Classroom
Chicola and Smith (2005) look specifically at using visual arts throughout the social studies
curriculum to put the "joy back into learning" and motivate students in our current test driven education
environment (Chicola & Smith 2005, p. 167). Aimed at convincing teacher candidates to incorporate the
creation of authentic art into their classrooms, Chicola and Smith (2005), like Housen and Yenawine
(2001), see the arts as a means to encourage students to problem solve and develop critical thinking
skills as well as expand their imaginative abilities. Arguing the importance of integrating visual arts into
all curriculum areas, Chicola and Smith (2005) quote Pablo Picasso saying, "Painting is just another way
of keeping a diary" (p. 168). The implication is that using art in the classroom for all curriculum areas
affords students the opportunity to give form and structure to new information similar to the way
keeping a diary gives form and structure to one's thoughts. The art making process assists students in
making connections across content areas to extract deeper meaning and foster more understanding than
is possible through traditional teacher-directed lessons.
Other researchers make connections between the visual arts and academic gains as well. For
instance, Livingston (2005) found that incorporating drawing and journaling activities with fifth grade
science lessons resulted in participating students' greater retention of science concepts. Moreover, the
consensus of student comments about the process was that drawings made it much easier to remember
information later on, presumably when students were tested on the lesson material (Livingston, 2005).
Similarly, research conducted in a middle school environment found that using visual arts in a variety ot
forms—television, computers, multimedia, drama, comic books and/or graphic books—motivated
students to become more actively involved in the more traditional communicative arts, reading, writing
and speaking (Lin, 2005). While Lin makes no direct connection between using visual arts in the
classroom and increasing specific academic abilities, she does suggest that using visual arts increases
students' background knowledge in a variety of meaningful ways that heighten students abilities to
make connections in their thinking across content areas.
The connection between increased aesthetic awareness and academic growth is not so readily
accepted by all, however. Art educator Eisner (1999) offers an opposing view that suggests current
research is too limited. Eisner does not deny a possible link between art experience and academic
achievement but questions the wisdom ot using such claims to justify arts education programs in our
schools (Eisner, 1999). His concerns about promoting a link are twofold: 1) the studies, he contends, are
vague as to what constitutes art experience as well as the parameters ot increased academic performance
measured, and 2) the studies imply that art education and experience are worthy endeavors only it they
lead to greater achievement in academic areas, as opposed to promoting art education as an equally valid
pursuit comparable to reading or math. Eisner (1999), however, otters three levels of evaluating
students' art experience that may indeed contribute to both art education and academic achievement.
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The first mimics the VTS method whereby students develop visual literacy by observing, questioning,
analyzing and discussing visual images for the sole purpose ot building knowledge about a particular
image. The second level of art education Eisner (1999) portrays is art experience that allows students to
transfer learning from the first level that is image focused to art found in nature. In other words students
at this level have developed aesthetic awareness to the point where they can discern, compare and
contrast artistic qualities found in nature and in works of culture. And lastly, it is at the third level of
aesthetic awareness that Eisner (1999) concedes students would be able to transfer the critical and
creative thinking skills developed in the previous two levels to non-art tasks such as are warranted in
other academic areas.

Combining Visual Art with the Art of Creative Writing
Several educators offer methods for combining visual arts with literacy instruction in the
classroom. Cowan and Albers (2006) describe a process they developed for fourth and fifth grade
students that uses art making to explore meanings of specific words. For example, one student created a
papier-mache mask to depict what "enthusiasm" looks like and followed this exercise by writing a poem
also titled "enthusiasm" (Cowan and Albers, 2006). The authors contend that the process of creating
allows students to become invested in the emotion they choose to depict. Thus when later writing about
this emotion, students used the visual they created to remember specifics about their own thinking
during the creating process. The students utilize this heightened awareness of their own thinking to
create poetry that is more detailed and emotive than previous writing products not including an element
of visual art (Cowan and Albers, 2006).
Similarly, Olshansky (2006) developed a writing curriculum focused on art making called
Picturing-Writing. Essentially the process asks students to draw and/or paint what they are thinking and
then write a story to tell what is going on the picture. The advantage to making art first, Olshansky
(2006) suggests, is that while creating, the seeds of story are forming and those thoughts are represented
in the resulting visual. Students can then access more detail during the writing process because the
burden of cognitive load, which Bruning et al. (2004) mention, is lightened by having the visual to refer
to. Research conducted by Olshansky (1998) seems to reveal this advantage. Olshansky (1998) studied
555 first and second grade students in 13 schools in three different states to conclude that the treatment
group using the Picturing-Writing strategy dramatically outperformed the control group in quality of
writing and use ot visual elements within the story. Interestingly, those students identified as at-risk for
academic failure participating in the treatment group performed as well as students not at-risk also in the
treatment group (Olshansky, 1998).
A case study ot two second grade students, one boy and one girl, conducted by Andrzejczak,
Trainin and Poldberg (2005) also utilizing Olshansky's Picturing-Writing strategies came to similar
conclusions as Olshansky's (1998) study. They add, however, that the importance of art making
preceding the writing process is crucial to success of the method so that the initial words students write
do not constrain the artwork (Andrzejczak, Trainin & Poldberg, 2005)). The presumption is that if
students write and then draw they see the process as complete even if the quality of either the artwork or
the writing is significantly less than if they had created artwork first. Consequently, Andrzejczak et al.
(2005) see creating artwork as the motivational tool necessary to encourage children into the writing
process. In a largei scale follow up study, this time headed by Trainin, similar conclusions about the use
of Olshansky's Picturing-Writing strategies as the Andrzejczak et al. case study were found (Trainin,
Andrzejczak, & Poldberg, 2006). Moreover, Trainin et al. (2006) suggest that those students motivated
to write more and to a higher level of quality as a result of creating artwork, also increased their writing
quality in other contexts, improved their writing ability in general, and showed more interest in reading
tasks. That is to say that Trainin et al. (2006) revealed that students' transfer of knowledge gained
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through art making and creative writing made a positive impact on how well those students did in other
academic areas.

Summary
The body of research investigated for this review does show strong support for utilizing visual
arts in the classroom as an effective means to enhance students' creative writing abilities. Furthermore,
the research offers evidence that the process of creating authentic artwork and then writing about it has a
positive influence on students' achievement in other academic areas in addition to creative writing. The
sum of the research also reveals that enhancing visual literacy through a variety of art experiences as
well as explicitly teaching visual literacy through Visual Thinking Strategies are essential components to
reaping the benefits of integrating art into any curriculum area.

Methodology
As discussed throughout the preceding literature review there is evidence to support using visual
art creation in the classroom to encourage creative writing and improve academic achievement. I
observed a classroom teacher and students in a fourth grade classroom setting who participated in the
current study engage in an activity called "Flistory Detectives." This activity stimulated my thinking
about how visual images may spark critical and creative thinking and led to the research presented here.
Specifically the classroom teacher asked his students to view a painting, in this case an artist's rendition
of the first trading market on the banks of Cayuga Lake in the late 1700's. The painting depicted the
same location where the Farmer's Market still exists in Ithaca, New York today. The children carefully
scanned the image for clues to inferences they could make about life in Ithaca 200 years ago. Loosely
following the Visual Thinking Strategies outlined by Housen, the teacher questioned his students in
ways that improved their observation skills and allowed for detailed group discussion. The exercise
served to deepen the students' understanding of and help them make connections to the history ot the
area in which they live. This activity led me to wonder if the teacher had followed the observation task
with a writing task, asking the students to describe the images and the inferences they made in narrative
form, whether the quality of their writing would have been enhanced by the visual art experience.

Research Site
The school district where the current study took place is located in a small city that is home to
two major universities. There are a total of 2.851 students enrolled at the elementary level within the
district, with 293 enrolled within the targeted school (NYSED, 2006 a). The target school is located in
an upper middle class suburban neighborhood representing racial demographics that reflect that of the
district as a whole with two percent of students ot American Indian heritage, six percent Hispanic, ten
percent African American, 14 percent Asian and 68 percent Caucasian (NYSED, 2006 b). The
socioeconomic demographics of the students in this school district report that 27 percent of students
within the district are eligible for free or reduced lunch (NYSED, 2006 a), for the targeted elementary
school the percentage of those eligible for free or reduced lunch is much lower with 13 percent reported
eligibility. There are approximately four teachers per grade level within the targeted school which
would suggest that with a total school population of 293 students a student to teacher ratio ot 12/1
school wide (NYSED, 2006 b). The targeted classroom, however, is a bit larger than most others in the
school with 27 students supported by one teacher and one teacher s aide who is in the classroom tor
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approximately one hour each day. Additionally there are two or three parent volunteers who often help
during afternoon writing lesson activities.

Participants
Participating in the current study were 27 fourth grade students, 15 boys and 12 girls ranging in
age from eight to ten. Two of the girls have IEPs to address specific learning disabilities, another girl
receives services for emotional disability and a total of five students, two boys and three girls, receive
remedial reading instruction. All students in the class are fluent in English with two students also fluent
in a second language. Throughout the course of the research activities, 22 students completed all four
measured conditions although eight of these were out of the classroom for the first half of the last
writing condition when students were asked to write a story to a picture they painted the day before. Of
the remaining five students in the classroom, three completed all but one of the research activities and
two students were absent for two of the writing conditions. Consideration is given to these limitations
when analyzing the content and extent of students' writing products.

Researcher Position
As a teaching practicum student I participated in this classroom setting for approximately twelve
hours per week for a total of 10 weeks. 1 was active in the classroom for eight weeks prior to
administering any activities related to the research study. The students had recently had a student
teacher participating daily in their classroom and understood my role was very similar to that of the
student teacher. As part of my classroom responsibilities 1 led whole group lessons and small group
discussions, tutored individuals, monitored student progress, and helped students negotiate issues and
conflicts as they arose. The classroom teacher in this setting encouraged my teaching role as well as my
role of authority with the students.

Design of the Study
The participating students had some experience viewing visual art as a means to develop
understanding as described previously by the "History Detective" activity. Shortly after this activity I
also observed these same students taking the PEELs writing test, a district wide fourth grade writing
assessment using a limited number of textual prompts to choose from as story starters. After reading the
stories resulting from this assessment, I noticed a dramatic lack in descriptive words and phrases
compared to the detailed and descriptive language these same students employed during the "History
Detective" activity. For the current research, the goal was to discern if the gap between creative speech
and creative writing quality would be closed by providing students with alternate methods as story
starters, including both textual forms and visual art forms.
The decision to employ the action research approach was twofold. Access to timely baseline data
in the form of the PEELs writing assessment represented one factor in deciding to use action research
methods. Since the students had already participated in the PEELs assessment, it was reasonable to
mimic the setting of this baseline activity for the research activities while observing the same class of
students as opposed to limiting the study to a couple of individual students as might be done for an even
smaller case study. I ime was also a factor. Since the research presented was conducted near the end of
the school year, any longitudinal studies would be confounded by the impending summer break. The
second factor in choosing action research was the desirability of assessing students' work created in a
naturalistic classroom setting and in response to typical teaching instruction. Additionally, in the
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students' natural classroom setting, the action research method allows for examining the problem of
motivating creative writing within the same context students are most often asked to write.

Procedures and Data Sources
I evaluated the 27 students' creative writing quality in four different writing conditions. The
PEELs writing assessment using textual prompts similar to those on most standardized tests, such as A
Pet Story or An Accident I Remember (see Appendix A), served as the baseline evaluation. The second
writing condition was also a textual prompt but revised to be more open ended, for example, "The
howling wind..." (see Appendix B). For the third writing condition students choose from a number of
fine art prints and were instructed to write a creative story based on the painting they selected (see
Appendices D, E & F), and for the last writing condition the students created their own artwork and
wrote a story to go along with their created image (see Appendices G & FI).
Using the same rubric (see Appendix I) to evaluate each writing condition, I measured the extent
of students' sensory descriptions and character development, students' use of imagery and adjectives,
and total word count. I hypothesized that the open ended textual prompt would result in more
imaginative stories than the typical standardized test prompt because it is less limiting and more
dependent on the writer's personal experience as well as individual interpretation of the prompt. I also
hypothesized that both writing conditions involving visuals would result in a greater use of descriptive
words and imagery than the textual prompts and that stories created as a result of the students own art
creation would be longer and include more detail than any of the other writing conditions.
For the initial writing activity, during whole group discussion students were shown a hat
containing 30 small pieces of paper folded up so no one could read the print on each piece. This activity
took place during the students' traditional writing time so the students anticipated that whatever was to
happen next would be writing related. As both researcher and teacher leading this activity, I reminded
students of some of the other short story writing activities they had done in previous months including
the most recent PEELs writing assessment. After allowing students a few moments to recollect what
they had written for the PEELs, one of the story prompts, an open ended textual story prompt "The
howling wind...," was selected from the hat as a means to model the impending writing activity through
group discussion. The class then engaged in a group discussion about possible story lines this opening
sentence could lead to. Some examples included the wind knocking down trees and making it difficult
to hear when someone was calling. After encouraging students to use their senses to help them imagine
what would happen in their stories, each student selected a story prompt from the hat. Student were then
instructed to begin writing their creative story and given 50 minutes to complete their work.
The second writing condition took place in two parts the following day. Part one was a brief
group discussion in the morning that consisted of students perusing a collection of fine art color prints
(see Appendix D) displayed on the board in front of the room. After a few minutes, students were
directed to focus on a pastoral painting done by Winslow Homer in 1878 titled feeding 1 ime (see
Appendix E). Calling students attention to whole group discussion, we examined the painting together.
This discussion proceeded by my asking the questions outlined in the V isual Thinking Strategies
procedures—"What's going on in this picture?, What do you see that makes you say that?, and What
more can we find? as a means to construct meaning and understanding from the image (Housen &
Yenawine, 2001). Following this discussion I read aloud a portion of a story written to go along \\ ith
this painting as a means to model what the students would be doing for this second writing task (see
Appendix E). I asked students to pay particular attention to descriptions of what things looked like,
sounded like, felt like, smelled like and/or tasted like. Students were then randomly invited to come up
to the front board and select a painting to write a story to later in the day. The second part of this activity
took place after the students returned from their lunch and recess and during their normal writing time.
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For this portion of the activity students were instructed to begin writing their creative stories based on
the painting they chose and given 50 minutes to complete their work.
The final writing condition was also accomplished in two parts. The day after completing the
stories prompted by fine arts prints, students gathered during writing time to create their own artwork
from which they would write a creative story. The first part of the lesson introduced students to painting
with watercolors. Students were each given their own art supplies and then they worked individually on
their artwork. After giving students some rudimentary instructions about how to use the water color
paints with the help of the classroom teacher and a number of parent volunteers, students were given the
opportunity to experiment with one of their pieces of watercolor paper. Students were given 15 minutes
for this experimentation. The children were then encouraged to begin painting the scene or image they
thought of knowing they would be writing a story to go with it. Students were given 50 minutes to
complete this painting activity.
For the next day's writing activity students retrieved their painting from the drying table.
Before beginning to write the class was instructed to think about what their story looked like, sounded
like, felt like, smelled like and/or tasted like. Students were then given 50 minutes to complete their
story.
For the sake of consistency the same rubric (see Appendix I) was used to evaluate the baseline
PEELs writing assessment and all three writing conditions. In order to assess if the rubric fairly
measured the expected abilities of fourth grade students, the results indicated by the rubric on the PEELs
writing condition were compared for consistency in grading to the standardized assessment form (see
Appendix J) used to assess the PEELs at the district level. Additionally, the grading rubric was
reviewed by the classroom teacher who as a district grader and teacher with 30+ years experience, many
at the fourth grade level, has extensive and relevant experience in evaluating student writing.

Analysis Process
After students completed each of the writing conditions, each student's writing for the three
writing conditions was matched to that student's PEELs writing sample. Student work and writing
quality were not compared to any other students. Rather, each student's work was compared to how that
student performed at each writing condition. To evaluate students' use of sensory description and storv
setting, the researcher/grader counted the number of senses the students made reference to and assigned
a number 1-4 as correlating to the level indicated on the rubric. For example, if the student included
descriptions involving three or more senses and created a vivid image of the story setting, the grader
indicated a score of 4 for the first category on the rubric—"Sensory description of the story setting."
Similar procedures were followed for the next two rubric categories—"Character development" and
' Imagery and adjectives. Each student received two numeric scores for each writing condition, one
number indicating the total score resulting from adding the rubric scores from each story content
categories, and a second number indicating the total number of words contained in each story.
Once the scoring process was complete each participating student had four sets of scores; one
score for the PEELs writing condition serving as the student's baseline score, and one score for each of
the three writing conditions. The four scores generated by each student were then evaluated for changes
from one writing condition to the next.

Validity of Data and Constraints of the Study
To ensure the validity of the writing conditions, the same amount of time was allotted to each writing
condition based on the average amount of time students spent writing their PEELs writing assessment
stories. Additionally, similar verbiage was used to instruct students to begin each writina'condition
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Furthermore, each writing condition was administered within two months of the baseline writing
condition and within days of each other so that students' natural maturation is thought to play little if
any role in any increases in writing quality.
Some limitations of the study are the small sample size and the fact that the classroom teacher
administered the PEELs writing condition and the practicum student/researcher administered each of the
other writing conditions. Also, because of absences not all students participated in all four writing
conditions essentially making the already small sample size even smaller. Lastly, a number of
unforeseen circumstances cut into the students' actual writing time and created significant distraction
during the three research writing conditions.
Findings
The purpose of the current study was to shed light on the effectiveness of utilizing visual arts and
authentic art making to enhance the quality of students' creative writing within the context of one
fourth-grade classroom. Previous research explored throughout the literature review suggests a positive
link between art making and students' critical thinking and creative thinking skills. Furthermore, the
research reviewed offers visual art experience as a means to make connections between content areas for
deeper understanding of new concepts. The implications for teaching are that by introducing visual
literacy and art making in the classroom teachers can indeed enhance their students' critical and creative
thinking skills which in turn may boost academic achievement.
In order to discern what constitutes a meaningful and thus effective creative experience, students
participated in a series of four writing activities for this current research. Each activity presented
required progressively more creative input from the students, the understanding of the researcher being
that the more creative energy students put into a project the more creativity will be reflected in the final
product. The final product in each of the four target activities was a creative story. The first two story
writing prompts were textual prompts, the first of which constituted the most scripted stimulus whereby
students responded by writing a story to a story title which they chose from four different options. The
second prompt was a more open-ended textual prompt in the form of a portion of the first sentence of a
story to stimulate a slightly more unscripted written response. The third story prompt students responded
to was a fine art print representing a somewhat more scripted response than the fourth and final writing
condition whereby students created a written response to a painting of their own creation.
Key Findings
Three of the most important findings of this action research were: 1) standardized story title
prompts used to obtain baseline data resulted in predicable, bland, "safe storylines whereas the stories
written in response to the three treatment writing conditions generally resulted in students taking more
risks with their storylines and consequently writing more creative stories, 2) students demonstrated
much greater personal investment in their creative stories and often sacrificed their tiee time to revisil
and add to their stories, and 3) for some students having a multitude of options such as those presented
by the open-ended story prompts was the key to unlocking their creativity, while lor others this sea of
possibilities hampered their ability to choose a direction.
Predictably bland vs. courageously creative. The story titles students had to choose from to
complete the PEELs standardized writing assessment used as baseline data tor this research were .1 Pet
Story, An Accident I Remember, The Day Without Electricity and A Scary Thing Happened to Me.
Students were instructed to select one title and write a story based on their title selection. They were
also warned not to deviate from the story focus or combine story titles. Student responses to these
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prompts were basically in the realm of reporting a typical childhood event. For example in response to
A Pet Story prompt, student Amy (all names are pseudonyms) begins her story with:
One day when I came back from school 1 saw my grandma there. She said, I m
going to be [hear] for a [wile], and I [whant] you to [mete] Beanie." I [whent] in
the living room and there she was sitting in a crate looking at me like she was
[exspekting] me all along. "Ooohhh she's so cute," I said. "[Quitely] go ahead and
open the crate," my grandma said. So I bent down and opened it. Beanie came
running out and crouched down when she got close to me.
In contrast to this blow by blow retelling of a typical childhood event, this same student began
with the following in response to the first research writing condition, an open-ended textual prompt It
was a mistake to...:
It was a mistake to get a pet alligator for her grandmother's birthday
present. It was not a mistake that she saw her grandmother and the
[alligatore] shopping together, doing the [dissco] together and doing
karate together. We all know of course that grandmother won. Birdy
walked home and heard the phone ring. She picked it up and said
"hello." The other person said, "Hi. Is your grandmother approaching
a [alagatore]."
Even though the second example of Amy's writing is missing some explanatory details, the story
line is much more creative and the story hook is more exciting than her response to the standardized
prompt. It should be noted here that an unforeseen interruption to the students' writing during this first
writing condition precluded the students' ability to go back and proofread their stories to make
corrections to grammar, syntax and/or clear up confusing points. This limitation and others will be
discussed in greater detail in later sections.
Similarly predicable, writing a response to the standardized title prompt An Accident I
Remember another student, Mackenzie, recounts a fender bender incident she and her mom experienced
on the way to a birthday party. After beginning the story with a lament on having to wait ten minutes for
her mother to get ready, she continues the narrative with:
Later we were in the car with the radio on. My mom kept flipping
from radio station to radio station. Finally she found what she was
looking for. Silence. So she turned the radio off. It was a slippery,
slushy and rainy day. I never liked to ride in the car at these times,
but 1 would do it for a birthday party.
I began to notice that the car was going faster and faster. And when
we had to stop our car slipped a little before doing so. Then I soon
realized that my nerves were going crazy! Then all of my cereal
splattered all over my face and clothes. When I looked out of the
window all that I could see was everything spinning all around me.
I could hear my mom yelling to me that everything was going to be
ok. Suddenly it all stopped. We had fallen in to a ditch plus we ran
over a sign.
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Mackenzie concludes her story with a friend driving by, stopping to help them out of their
predicament, and ultimately getting to the birthday party. In contrast to this benign fare Mackenzie
writes from a cat's point of view for the third writing condition in response to her own artwork:
This story is about, well about me, the cat your see in the picture. I'm
an alley cat. You know the stray kind that lives in the streets. But I am
no ordinary cat. I can talk, write, read and draw. Anyway, one day when
I was feasting on roasted mouse some hobo just gave me, a boy came up
to me wrinkling his nose at the yummy smell of my dinner. Hmmm, I
thought to myself, it almost seems like he does not like the smell.
Mackenzie's story continues with the cat befriending the boy and protecting him from a
dangerous drunk. She maintains the voice of the cat throughout the story and concludes the story with
the boy and cat as inseparable friends.
The same scenario plays out for the other two standardized story title prompts. The Day Without
Electricity led most students to write about fumbling around in the dark and being bored by not being
able to play video games or watch television. A Scary Thing Happened to Me inspired stories of trips to
the emergency room, trying something for the first time, like skiing, scuba diving, or similar experiences
that typically invoke some level of fear.
Whereas the students' responses to the three research writing conditions bespeak a whole slew of
topics that go beyond the bland and ordinary, and I suspect result from students' drawing on stories
they've heard or read before and movies they've seen, in addition to unique life experiences they've had
that cannot be pigeon holed into a standard story title.
Joyfully motivated and begging for more. I participated in administering the PEELs writing
assessment used as baseline data for this research by following the classroom teacher's lead. After I read
the instructions and made any clarifications needed, the students proceeded with this writing assignment
with the general demeanor reserved for test taking. The level of concentration the students put forth was
reflective of their effort to remember and record the details of "what has happened" as opposed to
creating stories of "what could be." Observations of the students following the completion of the PEELs
writing assessment reveal that not a single student expressed interest in sharing his or her story with a
classmate. Nor did students hand in their stories eager to give the teacher a synopsis of their clever
offering. Students did not ask if their stories would be read aloud in class at some point. The students
simply completed their charge, handed the result over, and promptly moved on to the next activity.
The same cannot be said of the students' behavior when writing to the three treatment conditions,
the open-ended textual prompt, the fine art painting story prompt, and the students' own artwork as a
story prompt. In each instance of the research writing conditions, many students demonstrated an
interest in sharing their stories with classmates; hearing feedback from other students, the teacher, and
the researcher; and having additional time to add to their stories to make them even better. Surprisingly,
several students even sacrificed their free time in the morning as well as snack time to continue working
on their stories. One student even requested taking the materials with her on a vacation trip knowing she
would miss the opportunity to write her story by being absent. In short the students expressed joy in the
writing process, as well as with their written offerings, and a level of personal investment in the end
products that was not displayed for their work on the standardized PEELs writing assessment condition.
Although the classroom teacher could not afford additional time to have all the children share
their completed stories with their classmates, he did recognize the importance of some level of sharing
in order to take advantage of the students' heightened motivation. To address the sharing issue, the
researcher created a gallery of their artwork and led a whole group meeting whereby I read a number ot
the most intriguing first lines of several students' writing and asked those willing authors to identity
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, , • .
• ;«•*. ^firptv to a group of interested classmates
themselves so that those authors could read their story in its enti y
g
during silent reading time. Some examples ot the intriguing first ines are.
It was dusk, when the wind whispers over the trees with a sliver of
silver in its wake.—Michelle, in response to own artwork
Tucked away behind the huge boulder blackening the door to a gloomy
cave over the ocean at the end of the world, across the desert plains ol
nowhere and where no living thing had ever been, between t e grea
mountains of Orethas lived JUNCO! -Abby, in response to open-

ended text prompt
Through the open door was the culprit. The one whose tace was all over
town.—Gerald, in response to open-ended text prompt
I, Kazul, am the green dragon of Dovania. Before 1 begin my story, 1
think 1 should tell you about Dovanian culture.-J/7/, in response to

own artwork
The barking dog wouldn't stop once he saw the intruder in the trash can.
-Frank, in response to open-ended text prompt
If you walk along the golden path, through a meadow filled with flowers
of every color, past a tree and across a bridge, you'll come across a
beautiful town called Hamshire. -Lillie, in response to own artwork

The beauty and bane of having options. Following each writing condition, each student
participated in a brief interview with the researcher in order to record individual student impressions of
the writing process as precipitated by the various story prompts. The class as a whole represented a split
in thinking whereby roughly half of the students found the open-ended story prompts harder to write to
while the other half found the open-ended story prompts easier to write to than the PEELs standardized
story title prompts. This dichotomy was particularly true for the open-ended textual prompts that
provided students with the first few words of the first sentence (see Appendix B). For students who
found the process harder than starting with a title, the comments mimic Thwaite's (2006) research and
Ellis' (2003) research. They found that the scripted writing procedures, represented by the standardized
story title prompts used in the current research, resulted in bland writing products and student comments
that the process was boring and easy, whereas the unscripted writing tasks resulted in more imaginative
and creative writing products and student comments that the process was challenging.
For example, Joseph, a student who found the open-ended writing process easier than starting
with a story title due to having options states, "I thought this was cool because the story could go
anywhere." In contrast, Laura found the process harder due to having too many options: "This was
harder because the story could be anything so I had to narrow it down first." Similar student comments
followed the writing condition using the fine art paintings as story prompts. However, student
comments following the writing condition whereby students wrote stories prompted by their own
artwork yielded a greater majority of students finding the writing process easier because they could use
their painting to remind them of story events they wanted to include in their stories. Laura comments,
following this last writing condition, "This was easier because I could just look at my picture for clues."
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Unanticipated Findings
Two unanticipated findings that posed substantial influence on students' writing during the three
research writing conditions were: 1) the additional cognitive resources needed to write in cursive
resulted in significantly shorter stories and 2) for some students having the freedom to choose the story
topic for each writing condition resulted in a great deal of time spent in the decision making phase of the
writing process as opposed to time spent actually writing.
Cursive writing hindrance. At the start of my teaching practicum in this classroom, eight weeks
prior to beginning the research presented here, the cooperating classroom teacher put me in charge of the
"cursive writing club." As such I worked with small groups of students helping them develop better
cursive handwriting technique, while expounding on the virtues of writing in cursive versus writing in
manuscript form. Consequently, when beginning the research writing conditions several students asked
the question, "Do we have to write in cursive?" Caught in a conundrum, 1 was left to insist on the
students using cursive handwriting.
While for a few students writing in cursive posed no issue, for most the additional cognitive
resources required to write in cursive resulted in significantly shorter stories. The average total word
counts for stories written in response to the three writing conditions were approximately 30% fewer
words than for stories written for the PEEL's writing condition. The classroom teacher did not require
students to write in cursive for the PEEL's writing assessment. Interestingly, students did not sacrifice
the quality of their stories in response to having to write in cursive only their story lengths.
The "freedom " of having options. Selecting a story topic without having a finite number of
choices from which to choose proved difficult for a number of students. Whereas for the PEEL's
writing condition students needed only to decide between the four options given (see Appendix A), the
more open ended nature of the research story prompts are limited only by the individual student's
imagination. For two students with specific learning disabilities, it was necessary to narrow the options
in order for them to write anything at all. Interestingly, another student, for fear of having to make a
decision, rewrote a story he had written earlier in the school year. Several other students needed only
encouragement from a teacher that the idea they had voiced as an option was worthy ot writing a story
about.
Discussion
The findings of this research suggest that visual imagery, whether prompted by an open ended
textual prompt or by fine art or authentic art making, increases students ability to write more creatively.
Some of the limitations presented while conducting this research point to the importance ot sustained
time devoted to art making, as well as sustained writing time as crucial to the writing process.
Unforeseen interruptions during the three writing conditions required students to backtrack their
thinking repeatedly in order to complete thoughtful stories. As the researcher conducting the post
writing interviews following each writing condition, I surmised Irom student responses that this
backtracking posed more of a problem for the creative offerings completed for the research writing
conditions than for the PEEL's writing condition where students often simply reported a list of events.
In this last instance, students need only go back to the last event to continue with their reporting
sequence.
As a pre-service teacher with extensive background in the visual arts, one of the basic
assumptions I make about teaching is that the process ot creating is integral to the process o earning.
My assumptions are based on the intuitive sense I have about the parallels between my own art making,
thinking, and writing processes. For example, I equate painting strategies for finding just the right color
and hue to depict feeling in a painting, to the cognitive processes for finding just t ic rig it wor s an
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phrases to convey meaning and emotion through writing. Recognizing that my own intuition is neither
enough, nor adequate justification for building teaching strategies that affect my students set about this
research acknowledging both my bias toward the visual arts and my greater esire o imp emen e est
teaching practices to enhance my students' learning and academic growt
There is overwhelming support for the use of visual arts in the classroom to encourage creative
writing and improve academic achievement. However, many of the researc ers iscusse
roug out the
literature review hint to limited use of visual arts strategies in the classroom citing focus on high-stakes
testing and teachers' low confidence level with the arts as primary reasons for t e a\oi ance. he
research reviewed as well as the current study certainly provide fodder for arguing that moving out of
one's comfort zone with the arts and investing in the process early on may in fact result in precisely the
test results the current education climate demands.

Implications for Teaching and Future Research
The implications for teaching are such that incorporating visual arts specifically, and certainly
authentic art making, should not be viewed as extra-curricular or "icing on the cake activities but as
essential methods in the practice of teaching. By doing so, we avail students of additional modes of
understanding, of expressing their thinking, and of organizing their thoughts thus freeing cognitive
resources to learn more deeply.
The implications for future research point to expanding the current research to different grade
levels to ascertain how using visual arts affects writing specifically and academic achievement in
general for younger versus older students. In addition, subsequent research should explore how using
visual arts and art making in the classroom meet the call for differentiated instruction to address the
needs of diverse learners.
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Appendix A — PEEL's writing prompt

Choose a story title from the list below. Then write a story to go with the title you chose. Be sure to
write the story title you choose on the line before beginning your story. You can use this page as a
planning page and begin writing on the next page. Be sure to put your name on each page you use.
A Pet Story
An Accident 1 Remember
The Day Without Electricity
A Scary Thing Happened to Me
Story Title

Appendix B - Textual story prompts
The howling wind...
The setting sun...
Many voices began...
Tucked away behind the...
The barking dog ...
Several of the ...
High up on the ...
Through the open ...
It was a mistake to...
I could hear...
A p p e n d i x C - t e x t p ro m p t w r i t i n g p a g e
Name

Date

W r i t e a c r e a t i v e s t o r y u s e t h e " s t o r y b e g i n n i n g " p a p e r y o u d r e w o u t o f t h e h a t . R e m e m b e r t o include
d e t a i l s a b o u t y o u r s t o r y s e t t i n g a n d d e s c r i p t i o n s a b o u t t h e c h a r a c t e r s y o u c r e a t e . Y o u r s t o r y s h o u l d of
course have a clear beginning, middle and end, and like all good stories there should be some problem
o r c o n f l i c t t h a t is r e s o l v e d .
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Appendix D - Fine art painting samples
Sample images of fine art prints
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Appendix E - Fine art painting prompt writing sample

'fcfrlfrncinq en Tap

ByKarenRandle

Feeding Time 1878, watercolor and gouache by Winslow Homer

Balancing on the top fence rail, I was searching Anna's face for that, relaxed,
easiness that spreads from her forehead down her nose, and across her warm pink cheeks
when she is entranced by a chore as mindless and simple as throwing corn to the cows.
The corn kernels were creating a rhythm in the morning quiet like drops dripping from a
paddle when the boatman arches it over the waters surface setting another stroke to pull
him forward. The cows ignored my presence, intent only to breathe and chew. If I was
to have any chance at all at securing her support for the plan I'd just fixed in my head, I
would have to ask now before the day£ chores set her mind and jaw on the negative.
••Jesse MacFarland is with mama in the north field."

My voice was louder than I

intended in the cool morning calm, but not loud enough to interrupt the cows seemingly

1
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Appendix F
Fine art painting writing prompt

Name

Date

Write a creative story using a fine art painting as your story starter. Remember to include
details about your story setting and descriptions about the characters you create. Your story
should of course have a clear beginning, middle and end, and like all good stories there should
be some problem or conflict that is resolved.
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Appendix G - S t u d e n t w a t e r c o l o r p a i n t i n g s a m p l e s

Appendix H - Water color painting writing prompt
Name
Date

____

Write a creative story using your watercolor painting as your story starter. Remember to
include details about your story setting and descriptions about the characters you create.
Your story should ot course have a clear beginning, middle and end. and like all good
stories there should be some problem or conflict that is resolved.
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Appendix I: Evaluation Rubric
Writing a Masterpiece
Masterpiece

Noteworthy Effort

Ordinary

Needs some
work

4

3

2
1

Sensory
description of

Work makes use of more

Work makes use of more

Work relies mostly on

Very little sensory

than three senses to

than two senses to paint

only one or two senses.

description is

the story

paint complete and vivid

some pictures for the

Descriptions are not

present. Work

setting

pictures for the reader.

readers.

specific enough to paint

does not paint

vivid pictures for the

pictures for the

reader.

reader.

Character

Work shows a main

Work has a main

Work has a main

Work has a main

development

character the reader

character that the reader

character that the reader

character but

comes to know through

learns some details

learns something about.

very little

the story. Vivid

about. Work includes

Lacking clear

description is

descriptions of how this

some descriptions of

descriptions of how this

given. Work does

character looks, feels,

how this character looks,

character looks, feels,

not include

thinks and acts. Work

feels, thinks and acts.

thinks and acts. Work

mention or

includes at least 3 other

Story includes at least 2

includes only 1 other

description of any

characters and describes

other characters and

character and a weak

other characters.

their relationship with

describes their

description of their

the main character.

relationship with the

relationship with the

main character.

main character.

Imagery and

Work makes use of

Work makes use of

Work makes use of

Work uses

adjectives

similes, and metaphors

similes, and includes a

adjectives to paint

adjectives but not

and includes a rich use of

rich use of adjectives to

images of the action and

enough to create

adjectives to paint vivid

paint images of the

interaction in the story.

images for the

images of the action and

action and interaction in

interaction in the story.

the story.

Total word count

56

reader.

Score

Appendix J - PEEL'S evaluation rubric

'S STORY TITLE

IDEAS AND CONTENT
2

3

b Yqu haye a c|ear main

f0CUs and stay on topic.

. your language is interesting, original and

4

thoughtful.
• Supporting details are specific and relevant.

• You have a very good overall logical plan.
ORGANIZATION

• The introduction and conclusion are strong
and thoughtful.
• Transition words are used to connect ideas.
- Paragraphs are used to organize information.

USE OF EFFECTIVE LANGUAGE

• This piece is smooth and dialogue flows
naturally.

—

• Sentences vary in length and are interesting.
• You have the right kind of words for this type
of writing (vivid, persuasive, expressive).
• Your language is original. You've made
fragments and capitals on purpose.

VOICE
• Your voice is convincing and sincere.
• Your voice captures my attention.
• You have created a mood (anger, humor,
—

sympathy) with your words.

• Rare errors in spelling commonly used words.
CONVENTIONS

" All/most sentences have proper punctuation,
capitalization, and commas.
• Grammar-AII/most sentences are complete.
• Few errors in subject-verb agreement
• Few errors in verb tense.
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Eleventh Annual College Writing Contest
Each year, the College Writing Committee presents awards for outstanding undergraduate and
graduate student writing in the following categories:

Academic writing (papers based on sources or other data)
Fiction (short stories, scripts)
Poetry
Creative Nonfiction
Webnage design (Judges will place emphasis on writing content. Pages should
contain a minimum of 500 words of written text.)

First place winners receive a cash prize of $100 and have their writing published in a booklet and
presented on Scholars' Day.

We encourage submissions by writers in all majors and at all levels ot study. Entries may be
submitted by professors or by students themselves. The work must have originated in a course
taken at Cortland during the calendar year of the contest. For example, papers written tor classes
taken between January 2009 and December 2009 are eligible for the 2009 contest. The contest
deadline is the last day of fall classes, in December of 2009.

Submit electronic entries only. Entrants should not include their name on the competition papei
itself. In an email message, they should indicate their name and ID number, the title ot the
submission, the category of the writing (e.g., academic writing, fiction, creative nonfiction), the
course for which the paper was written, and the name of the professor. Electronic copies should
be in either Word or PDF format.

Entrants may submit multiple submissions in one or more genres; however, each entry must be
sent as a separate attachment to an email message.
Send to Priscilla.harvev(Sxortland.edu
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